Gevurah

nna climbed the hill behind the Santa Cristina. She had two bags with her: one was for weeds, the other for chestnuts and acorns. A cold, wet wind was blowing in from the west. It would almost certainly rain before she could get home. But she had little choice. The three bags of grain that her father Giuseppe had returned with from the threshing floor after the harvest in July was more than most families in the village had, but it was already beginning to disappear. She had to find food or else her little sisters would have nothing to eat. 

As she climbed higher she crossed a small ridge and came out into a high meadow. Her grandmother had told her than in the old days, before the invaders came, this land had been thickly forested with oak, with the lower slopes covered with bay laurel. Mount Erice, to the west near Trapani, had been so lush that it was one giant bee hive. Thus its name, which means heather. Later, the Greeks regarded it as one of Aphrodite’s breasts. 

--Which invaders, nonna?
Her grandmother had explained to her that the original inhabitants of this part of Sicily were probably the Elymians, who spoke a language related to that of the Berbers of North Africa. After them came Italic peoples –the Sicanians and the Siculians, then the Greeks and Phoenicians, the Romans and the Arabs, the Normans, the Spanish, the French, and then the Spanish again until

--the last invader, they were the worst –the Piemontese. But it was the first or second –the Greeks probably—who began to misuse the land. 

Her grandmother was a strega, something she was proud of. She hoped to learn herself someday. 

Now there was nothing but grass mown down to a stubble by sheep and a few large boulders, though the grass was finally growing now that –finally, in mid-November—the rains had come. Anna walked over towards one of the boulders, next to which there were some mustard greens growing. Those would make a nice minestra. Her mother would be pleased indeed, as would her little sisters. Then in the distance she thought she could hear dogs. She would have paid no attention, but these dogs were not howling, like the feral dogs that prowled these mountains at night; they were baying. And that could only mean one thing. The landlord was out hunting with his hounds …

The landlord was none other than Eduardo Dirriti, Principe di Santa Cristina e di San Jacobo. He spent by far the bulk of his time in Palermo and Naples drinking and gorging himself, but he had employed some of the most ruthless and efficient gabellotti in Western Sicily to manage his lands, almost all of which had been converted from metateria to paraspolo or compagno e padrone contracts which left the peasants with as little as 10% of the grain. Her mother had warned her to avoid him. He had a reputation with the peasant women. Anna had asked her mother to explain, but she had refused.

--just you stay away. He comes, you go!

Anna listed carefully to determine from which direction he was coming. and then crouched down behind the boulder where she had been collecting mustard greens so as to render herself as inconspicuous as possible. He was approaching more quickly now. The baying of the dogs was louder and she could feel the hoofs of the horses. There seemed to be a lot of them. He always road with his servants, and a few companions, but this sounded like an army. 

Anna could not resist looking up over the to of the boulder. The dogs were coming straight for her; they must have caught her scent. She crouched down as if she were defecating. Perhaps he would see her like that and just ignore her, pretending she wasn’t there, like a real gentleman …

But then the dogs were on her, tearing at her clothes. 

--Signore, signore, call them off.

--Now this is quarry I didn’t expect my dogs to find on today’s hunt. Who are you, young lady?

--Please, signore, please.

But he did not call off his dogs, which were not so much biting at her as holding her down. Instead he dismounted and, without a further word, began tearing at her clothes and then spread her legs. Anna felt terror, and then everything went black. 

***

When she awoke she was back in her house, on the little pile of straw where she slept in the corner with her younger sister. The fire was raging in order to keep her warm while her grandmother tended her wounds. She applied a poultice of herbs and spices and then, having examined Anna carefully between her legs, went about preparing an infusion of herbs.

--This may make you feel sick and give you cramps, but it will keep the baby from coming. 

Anna drank the bitter liquid and then fell back to sleep. The next five days were a constant round of cramps and vomiting and diarrhea, followed by long hours of fitful sleep. She dreamt over and over again of being raped and of having her flesh torn and of being burned alive.

--It is just the fever, her mother told her.

But she knew it was not, as did her grandmother, who never left her side. 

Anna’s father, for his part, swore vengeance, but there was little he could do. If he so much as complained to the authorities they would be run off the land. 

Later that month, however, some men from Palermo appeared in a neighboring village. At first her father paid little attention to the excitement.

--They are like angels from heaven sent to teach us, the story went. 

--They are like the saints and prophets of old! Like the fraticelli!

Anna’s father assumed that the people were babbling on about an apparition of some sort. He had no use for religion, and even less for the fraticelli, having spent most of his adult life supporting his brother, Anna’s uncle, Gioacchino, who had been expelled from the monastery at Piana degli Albanesi for painting icons of the Blessed Virgin in various compromising positions: “The Virgin Mary Being Spanked by St. Anne,” “The Virgin Mary in the Outhouse,” and “The Virgin Mary Making Love to the Holy Spirit.” After that he had taken to wandering, dressed in the robes of a Franciscan –though he had never been one—and begging alms while he preached the coming of the Third Age of the Holy Spirit and, it was said, plying his skills as a painter with those of the aristocracy who had, shall we say, unusual tastes. But something would always happen and he would always end up on his brother’s doorstep –or rather at his brother’s table—eating food which belonged by right to the children. 

--The priest, they taka our money and they womanize. I fix!

Eventually, however, Giuseppe’s friend Mateo had convinced him to come along.

--If it is a relig’ it is a new one. They wanta to help us make una fascio, una lega contadina.
A peasant league –an organization which could fight the agrari and the gabellotti. 

And so Giuseppe and his friend had walked the several kilometers to Piana degli Albanesi, planning to sleep out in the fields if it got too late. 

The meeting was held in a mountain pass above the village, which the people called La Portella della Ginestra, or Porta Ginestr’ for short. It meant “broom door” and was the site of an old stone circle. 

--A place of power, Anna’s grandmother called it.

The organizer was a man by the name of Nicolo Barbato, and he said that he was representing the Partito Socialista dei Lavoratori Italiani. The party, he said, had just held its congress in Genoa and made a commitment to extend its organizing efforts from the city to the countryside. And the International, which represented “all of the working people of the world” had met in Marseilles and adopted an agrarian program calling for a minimum wage for agricultural workers, fixed through negotiations between the unions and the municipal councils, for a prohibition on the alienation of communal lands, the passage of all uncultivated demense lands to the municipalities, the concession of these lands to landless peasants either in association or individually, provided they did not employ wage labor, and for the reduction of taxes levied on tenants. 
--We are here to advance and defend the interests of the most oppressed sectors of the population, the contadini who are returning every July from the threshing floors without so much as a handful of grain, and whose children are starving. Or rather we are here to teach you to defend yourselves. 

Giuseppe was more than a little skeptical. But he was also angry –very angry—about what had happened to his daughter, and he knew that this was his best –indeed his only—chance for revenge. And perhaps because he was skeptical about the whole idea of organizing he was also good at it –very good. He went around from house to house, careful to bring a jug of wine so that the people would not think he was simply looking for hospitality and, as the December wind blew outside he would sit with the people, not so much trying to persuade as to deliberate.

--What do you think about this Barbato, he would ask, pretending to be more skeptical than he really was.

--He is a saint, a neighbor would say.

--An angel, would say another.

Then mobilizing his authentic skepticism he would protest:

--Me, I say he is just a man. The bullets of the carbinieri will kill him as sure as you or me.

And then when his neighbor would begin to look distressed, he would say:

--But he’s a good man. That’s why we need to stand with him. Hell! We need to stand by ourselves. 

Little by little the people of his village were drawn into the process. Indeed, Giuseppe played a critical part in the organizing process. There was no doubt that Barbato was loved by the people, but there was a real danger of him building more of a cult of personality than a real peasant league. Giuseppe saw to it that the people understood that Barbato was just there to teach and advise; they would have to fight. Barbato recognized this and asked him to serve on the organizing committee, which was also to conduct negotiations with the agrari and gabellotti in the spring. Much to his own surprise, he agreed. 

Little by little, over the course of the winter and early spring, Barbato explained his plan. The people would organize their leagues or fasci, which would be independent and under their own control, but which Barbato hoped would eventually decide to affiliate with the PSLI. The leagues would first support the PSLI in the upcoming municipal elections, which would select one fifth of the local councils –not enough for the peasants to gain control, but surely enough to give the agrari a scare and to create the space for further action. Then they would press to renegotiate agricultural contracts, replacing the hated terragio, paraspolo and compagno e padrone contracts with mezzadria, with the agrari providing seed and a loan of grain without interest for the coming year. Eventually they would move to affect larger public policies –to end the tax on grain, to extend education …

The idea of contesting the municipal elections was a hard sell. The municipio was seen by most of the contadini as enemy territory: the place where records of landownership and debt were kept. It was inconceivable to most that it might be administered by or on behalf of the peasants. They would just as soon burn it down and be done with it. Besides, only a literate man could serve in the municipio. And that meant someone the poorest of the peasants especially, the cafoni would never trust.

--Don’t you trust me? Barbato asked.

--No offense dottore, but we do not. We take each word you say and weigh it for ourselves. So far you have not disappointed us.

--But just a few months ago, you were all saying I was a saint or an angel and it took Giuseppe here to convince you that I am just a man –and that what I can do you can do as well.

--Who said we trust the angels and the saints! one man shouted.

--Caps and hats will never agree, said one man at a meeting where the issue was being discussed. The “caps” were the peasants, the “hats” members of the civile class who lived in the towns and had at least a modicum of education, and who were, for the most part, willing tools of the agrari. 

--You could learn to read, suggested Barbato.

There was a general murmur of suspicion.

--But then we would become hats and we would be no good.

--You think it is your illiteracy that makes you virtuous? Barbato asked. What do you think that we are fighting for?

--My daughter can read, volunteered Giuseppe.

--A woman in the municipio? Everyone laughed. 

But as the people talked it was discovered that several of the men had daughters or wives or sisters or even mothers or grandmothers who could read. Apparently the women had paid a bit more attention during their few years in the schoolroom. And, as it turned out, a few of the men had a start on reading as well. Not to be upstaged by their women, these men resolved to polish up their skills and stand for election in the autumn. Officially, so as not to offend their pride, it was to be Barbato who would teach them. But in reality it was the women, working as always behind the scenes … 

***

It was a difficult winter for Anna, who only very gradually recovered from the rape. She spent most of her time with her grandmother, who was little by little teaching her what she knew. She learned how to find the herbs which were needed to prepare medicines and how to prepare them once they were found. She learned how to extract toxins from plants which were plentiful and would otherwise be edible were it not for the presence of some noxious chemical, such as acorns. Her grandmother taught her to mark the seasons by watching the stars and explained to her that the feasts which the people now celebrated, the feasts of the Blessed Virgin and of the saints, under the auspices of the Church, had once been feasts of the Goddess. She took Anna out into the countryside and showed her the ancient holy places, places of power. And above all, she taught her the art of talismans and charms –how to protect herself from … But she felt that it was very little really.

--It has been hard, very hard. My mother she knew more than I did, and her mother knew more than her. Little by little the knowledge is being lost. Or rather it is being stolen from us but by agrari and the civile who treat us like beasts of burden good for nothing more than to move dirt. 

And when she could, Anna would read. She had managed to stay in school all the way through fifth grade, which was the highest grade which was taught in her village. Her uncle Gioacchino would bring her books when he came –mostly dusty old tomes stolen from the library of one of his aristocratic clients or some friary where he had taken refuge. She had, in addition to the Bible, read the novels of Manzoni, the complete works of Giuseppe Mazzini, Dante’s Commedia, part of Aristotle’s metaphysics, and more biographies of obscure Franciscan saints than she cared to remember. Her prize possession was, however, an old herbal based on ibn Sina’s Qanun, which her uncle had brought just a few months ago and which she was working through with her grandmother little by little.


As she recovered her strength Anna became involved in the organizing effort. It was she and her grandmother who worked behind the scenes to dispel the fears of many of the women in the villages throughout the region and then, when it had been resolved that several of the men should learn to read, they went about “helping” the men, building on the very limited weekly lessons they received from Barbato and his assistants. 

That was the most joyful, exhausting spring of her life. As she regained her strength she was, of course, expected to resume her ordinary chores as well. This entailed very little time, thankfully, in the wheat fields, except at the harvest. Rather, she had to care for her younger sisters, plant and maintain the family’s small vegetable garden, and care for the few goats and chickens they were able to raise. This meant that she and her grandmother were left alone most days with the little ones, and that gave her the freedom, once her chores were done to read or to work on infusions or decoctions. And as they went around helping women deliver babies or tending to the ill in the surrounding villages, they also spread the word about the fasci contadini. 

The agrari and gabellotti tried in vain to prevent the PSLI from even contesting the elections, but whenever they did the peasants would simply leave the fields and walk, sickles in hand, to the municipio and stand there, grinding the blades against stones. The prospect of a lost harvest was enough to make the authorities yield. Barbato, meanwhile, went about taking the best precautions he could against fraud, arranging for members of the party to be present as the ballots were counted. In each of these negotiating sessions there stood behind him two or three cafoni with their sickles and grinding stones looking ever anxious to pass their blades through the neck of some unyielding official. 

When the elections finally came, the results far surpassed what anyone could have expected. The PSLI had won overwhelmingly in Messina, Piana dei Greci, San Ciperello, and San Giuseppe Jato, and scored impressive gains throughout the rest of the island. This was the first time the PSLI had contested an election –and it was the cafoni who had secured a victory for them. 
The PSLI followed up this victory with a Congress in Coreleone at the end of July. They gathered in a large hall which had belonged to the Masons, and then to a club organized by supporters of Pisacane. In the front of the room hung a large red banner. On one side was a portrait of Marx, on the other side a picture of Jesus, dressed in red, redeemer of the poor. Speaker after speaker denounced the vicious rapacity of the agrari and gabellotti. Speaker after speaker extolled the victories of the Sicilian peasantry. 

This was the moment the peasants had been waiting for. The agrari were weakened and their gabellotti had been caught by surprise. It was time, Barbato said, to force the agrari to renegotiate their contracts with the peasants –to put an end to the hated terragio, paraspolo and compagno e padrone. 

But still there were concerns and hesitation.

-- What if the landlords won’t reach an agreement with us? one man asked. 

--Then you go on strike.

The concept of a strike took some explanation. It was simply unthinkable for the peasants to refuse to plow the soil or place the grains of wheat into the ground. That is what the peasants did; it is who they were. 
--If we don’t plow and plant then we will starve!

Ever so carefully Barbato explained that while that was true, and that there was a risk, that the landlords ran a risk as well. Each and every landlord in the region, he said, was already up to his eyeballs in debt. They needed the revenue from their lands in order to live, just as the peasants did. A year with out a crop would be a catastrophe for them –even if “catastrophe” simply meant no banquets and no hunting …

Just when it seemed like the people were united around the idea of a strike, a man got up and said that his priest had told him that if the peasants organized and rebelled against the “duly constituted public authorities,” that they would go to hell. Barbato explained carefully that, first of all, they were not rebelling against the duly constituted authorities, but using legal methods to secure their rights. Second, he asked:

--What did Jesus tell that rich young man?

--To go to hell, one of the younger men answered.

--Jesus wanted what we socialists want, Barbato went on: that all work, and that those who work eat. 

--La terra è a chi la cultiva!

--Chi lavora con latte dev’ mangiare ricotta!

--La redenzione de la terra …

--in un mondo di pace e di libertà.

--Land for the peasants!

--And everlasting life!

The congress ended in song as the peasants sang in unison the Workers’ Hymn.

Su fratelli! Su compagni!

Su venite in fitta schiera!

Socialismo la bandiera

Che fiamegga pur’ in ciel’.

***

The struggle went better than anyone could ever have expected. The gabellotti had indeed been caught off guard and the agrari feared losing an entire crop. They tried to bring in strikebreakers from the cities, but the peasants lined the roads with their hoes and pruning shears and the scabs turned back. While the fasci didn’t get everything they demanded, they got a lot more than they had expected. What is more, these poor cafoni had taken the leadership of the entire workers’ movement. 

Success, however, brought its own quandaries. What was the next step? The program of the PSLI called for opening a struggle against the hated tax on grain, an issue which was as important to the peasants, if not more so, than the question of agrarian contracts, as it forced the peasants to part with yet more of the grain they produced simply for the right to mill it. And so, one the new crop had been planted, and the grapes and olive pressed, the coloni began to gather regularly outside the municipii from Provincia Trapani in the west to the straits of Messina in the east. At first the gatherings were little more than peaceful protests. But gradually the peasants grew more militant. The peasants would stand there, sickles in hand, grinding, grinding, grinding. After the victory of the PSLI in the elections and of the fasci in the recent renegotiation of agrarian contracts, the landlords were in a panic. 

And so, it would seem were the socialists. One would have thought that after its initiative in the countryside had yielded a major electoral victory and what may have been the first socialist led agrarian strike in history, that the socialists would have been ecstatic. Instead, when the party and the International held their congresses there were denunciations of the peasants for attempting to restore feudalism and to hold back the process of capitalist development, which was “an essential precondition for socialist construction.”

--Mezzadria, the restoration of which is the principal demand of these backward cafoni, is a feudal contract which has nothing to do with the struggle for socialism. 

--These peasants put up pictures of Jesus next to their portraits of Marx as though Marx was a saint of some kind and not a scientist. These people are hopelessly primitive. 

And so the socialists voted, in effect, to reverse course. The PSLI had decided to withdraw its support from the peasant leagues. Its work in the countryside would henceforth be confined to the braccianti, and to the North. Barbato was recalled for consultations. 

The timing could not have been worse. On the 24th of November, the government of Giovanni Giolitti, which had hardly been sympathetic to the peasants, but was hesitant to apply direct repression, fell under the pressure of the agrari, who were seeking assistance in putting down the movement, and Northern industrialists who feared that the fasci might move towards insurrection. The new government was led by Francesco Crispi –a hired hand of the agrari. 
On the night of 3 January 1894 Francesco Crispi declared a state of siege, ordered the arrest of the Sicilian leadership of the PSLI and sent 40,000 troops to "contain the socialist threat." Massacres and executions and savage prison sentences followed. 

The troops reached Santa Cristina on the feast of the Epiphany. The peasants were gathered, as they had been every day for the past several weeks, outside the municipio, but given the day, the atmosphere was more nearly that of a festa than a protest. A couple of families had slaughtered pigs or sheep and they had been put up to roast on spits in front of the old church. The statue of the Saint had been brought out for the occasion and those who could not contribute meat had brought wine or olives or bread. A band was playing, alternating Christmas carols with the workers’ hymn. There was an old soap box set up in the middle of the piazza and from time to time someone would rise to speak, though the people were only half listening. God had truly manifested himself –and He was indeed the Redeemer of the Poor. The elections had been one, agrarian contracts renegotiated, and soon the hated tax on grain would be abolished. For the first time in memory the people had enough to eat –enough to celebrate even. It was as if the millennium had already come …

Then a little boy came running, shouting that:

--Troops are coming! Troops are coming!

The people simply assumed that they were coming to join in the festivities. They troops were, after all, mostly cafoni like themselves. Why shouldn’t they partake? After all, several members of the civile class were there at the celebration. And true socialists, like true Christians, don’t hold grudges. 

But soon the sound of the hooves could be heard in the piazza. This was no routine patrol stopping in for its share of the feast. They were riding hard and riding fast –and there were a lot of them –at least a company, if not more. The rode straight into the piazza, knocking over vendors’ stands as they went. When they reached the center of the piazza the captain rode up to the front of his troops with his lieutenant at his side. He nodded to the younger man who unfurled a proclamation of some sort.

Vittorio Emmanuele, by grace of God and the will of the people the King of Italy,

To the people of Sicily.

In recent months the people of Sicily have been cruelly misled by certain individuals posing as their friends and have been incited to commit crimes against their King and their Country. Warrants have been issued for the arrest of these men, who even now are in our hands and will face swift and deadly justice. In the name of the people of Italy, we now order you to stand down and end your unlawful protests ….

At this the people began to murmur and then to shout. 

--Death to the King!

--Long Live Nicolo Barbato!

--Per la redenzione de la terra!

--In un mondo di pace e di libertà!

The lieutenant gave up on the proclamation and instead began issuing orders to disperse. The people produced their sickles and sharpening stones as if from nowhere. There was a moment of silence and then they began grinding, grinding, grinding. Ever so slowly they advanced against the troops, the children --who just a few moments before had been playing—now huddled against their mothers breasts. 

The first volley killed sixteen, the second twenty. After that the majority of the people began to disperse in fear, but the soldiers would not relent. They dismounted and began chasing down the men with their bayonets. In the distance, Anna, who had been helping her grandmother with a cauldron of stewed lamb, could see the landlord riding in with his men. The men joined in the massacre, but the padrone rode straight for her. 

--I see we meet again, my lovely. 

Two of his men grabbed her and held her, while others seized her little sisters. 

Let’s make this a bit more interesting this time.

In the distance, Anna could see the soldiers trying to subdue her father, who had been wounded but not killed in the first volley. The landlord called to them and they dragged him over. When he nodded one of them pierced his stomach with a bayonet.

--Watch and die, traitor!

Anna and her father were now facing each other across a small distance. The soldiers dragged her little sisters into the space between them and slowly beheaded each of them. They then took the heads, with their faces still in a state of terror, dying, on pikes between them. The landlord dismounted, and began tearing at Anna’s clothes, as he had just over a year ago. This time, however, she did not go black, but was conscious through every terrifying minute of the ordeal –the landlord penetrating her like a knife while her father died slowing before her eyes and her little sisters stared, like death itself, their heads atop the soldiers’ pikes. 

Finally the captain came over and realizing that things had gone to far, intervened. He administered a coup de grace to Anna’s father and pulled the landlord off of Anna. She lost consciousness and when she awoke she had been dragged into a little alleyway behind the church. A few soldiers patrolled the streets. There were bodies everywhere. She looked for her mother and her grandmother and found them both dead. She walked carefully back to their house and gathered up a few belongings –books mostly and a few herbs, and began walking west, towards Trapani. 

PAGE  
95

