The Transatlantic Syndicate

on 22 April 1974, asmal | group of  mafiosi sat doWN t 6 chat in

an ice-creambar in sajnt-Léonard, Montreal's Littleltaly TWO
ofthem| ed t he dj scussj on. One was thebars owner, Paol o violi.

Bnderboss of Cosa Nostra in Quebec. violi's guest had come

directlyfromsicily: he was G useppe ' rPino' cuffaro, a MAN of
Honour who i '

also hailed fromthe provi nce of Agrigento. The
WO spoke @ CONMMDN jargon of maha POWer politics. A jargon
which = through ahubbub of background conversation, aclatter
of crockery and the hiss and crackle of a secret m cr ophone =
Canadi an police were able to record.

Violi began the pleasantries: ' SOthe journey went well then?
Let's kiss ON€ anot her.

In reply, Pino Cuffaro could hardly wait to unload his news
from siciiy. I, Paolo, before you drink this cappuccino, I've

ot to announce a nice surprise, an affectionate surprise that is
g p

naturally closeto our hearts ... Carmel o has been naderepre
sentative in Qur vill age. "

Then, between sips of coffee, there followed a long bulletin
On the latest CoSa Nostra appointnents in the far-off province
of Agrigento. V\hO Wwas provincial boss, WNO were the capi man
danment o (precinct bosses), WNO were the consiglieri, and who
had been initiated. Thev discussed the state of Cosa Nostra
aCross Sicily, remarking oOn bow the Palerno Commi ssi on was

ai suspended. ANd they dropped the names of nmutual friends,

i 1 H . 1 m
likedon: Nt oni wMacri - the - ndrangheta Doss f romsiderno O

Was also a menmber of cocsa Nostra (and WhO, unbeknownst to
Woul d enj oy his last game of bows just & few MONt hS 1ater).
Dut Pino Cuffaro had not COME ai the way to Quebec just to
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bringhis Canadian friends Up to speed with the ins and outs of

t heold country He had COMBt Oresol ve a delicate issueOf diplo.
matic protocol. Could a Man of Honour from Sicily arrive in
Arerica and assunmefullcitizenship Of the Cosa Nostra Conmmmu
nity there? Underlying this question was the fundanental i ssue
of whether Cosa Nostra WasS a single transatlantic brotherhood.
Oor whether the Anerican and Sicilian branches WwWere separate
entities. The positions were so entrenched, and the argunent sO
strained, that the TN had to nNeet twice.

Paol o Violi, the Canadi an gangster, argued for aive-year rue:
any sicilian WNO arrived in Canada woul d have to spend five
years being nonitored before he was granted full status. The
Sicilianvisitor wanted NO barriers to be put up between Sicily
and the New werl d.

Wiowas right? The short answer is that i« does not real ly
metter. In the mafia world, rules are very important, but they
are also pliable: mafiosi, likethe rest of us, tend tointerpret rules
in WaYS that suit their OWN jnterests. Even arule as basic as the
relationship between the American and sicilian arns of Cosa
Nostra was not permanently fixed.

It is significant that Paolo Violi,the i ce-cream bar owner WhoO
Was such a stickler for the five-year rul e about admission to the
American Cosa Nostra, Was actually a |ivi ng exanpl e of the
rule'stiexivitity. FOr e was calabrian. H's bar was called Reggi o
" after the city in southern cal abri a birthplace of the ' ndrang
heta. Like MANY young cal abrian hoods Who ep grated tomajor
centres Of organised crime inthe Anericas, Violimade his career
not inthe: ndrangheta, but inthe Aneri can Cosa Nostr a. Ameri ca
WasS  wherecloser ties petween the Calabrian and sicilian maf i as
Wer € pi oncered, and where those ties persisted. BuUt despite the
American mafia's long history of openness to pewconers, even
Cal abrian newconers, inthe spring of 1974 t hecal abrian | mm
grant Paolo Was adamant that sicilian mafiosi woul d have
spend five years under observation before they were entitled to
full menber shi p of Cosa Nostra inthe United states.
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st he constitutional rights and wrongs o wioii's

much | essi npor t ant than the question of why he

 that way - of what naked self
in
cl ot hes.

in constitutional
By thetinme of the ice-creambar neeting, the collapse of the

position are

j Was  argui ng
-interest he was trying t O dr ape

French Connection WaS already beginning to intensify mafa
i nvol venent in inporting heroin tothe United States. Violi Was

aterritorially based boss, not a narcotics trafficker. AS such. he
felt threatened by this massively lucrative cross-territorial business
rhat he coul d not entirely control. In the specific case of Quebec,
rhe peopl e WNO worried Violi werethe Cuntreras and Caruanas:
FWOSicilianmafia bl oodlines intertwined over several generations
a single cl an-cumbusiness network. TWO nembers of that

clan, Pasquale and Liborio Cuntrera, had noved t oCanada
TCsl - ITDF €or I ess when Paol o Violi arrived. Subsequently, many
menbers of the Cuntrera-Caruana clan joined the Sicilian

mafia di aspora that foll owed the G aculli bonbin r963. vet rather
than settlingpermanently in ONe place, the NEW exil es converted
thensel vesinto roving heroin smuggl ers, a shiftinginternational
network that financed, sourced and shipped heroin in bulk, and
then | aundered and invested the profts. Over the coning years,
their traces woul d be f oundin Canada, t he USA, Mexi co, Brazil,
Hondur as, the Bahanmas, Antigua, the Caribbean tax haven of
Aruba, India, Germany, Switzerland = and WbKing in Surrey.
Venezuela wasS the clan's long-term base, an offshore heroin
trading post for the US market. Here the Cuntrera-Caruanas
owned a vast, fortifiedcattle ranch near the Col onbian border
that had its OWN airport. When Pasquale Cuntrera's son got
married, the event Was covered ON television and t he Venezuel an
President WaS a witness.
G useppe Quffaro, the mafioso who argued with Paolo violi

at the i ce-cream bar Meeting, WaS a travelling sal esman for the

Cuntrera-Caruana Oroup., That is Why he wanted free entry to

the Canadian narket for mafia enissaries.
The Cuntrera-Caruana Network centred ONn a set of smart,
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wel | -connected and nobile maf osi whose spectacul ar Weal 1k
al l oned t hemt oWi n friendsanywhereinthe world. The cuntrees
Caruanas and the other roving heroin traders have been referred
toasamaha intheir OWN right. They formedwhat Wecould call
a Transatlantic Syndicate whose power floated dangerously free
of theterritoriescontrolled by thesicilian and American branches
f Cosa Nostra. Such men could dictate terms to local bosses
i keVioli in whichever territory they foundmarket or investnent
opportunities. The 1oyalty Of soldiers to their captain Or boss
coul d easily be bought. Thus i+ Was that, on 22 January 978,
Paolo Violipaid the ultimate price for his fnicky protectionist
interpretation Of the mfia's rules When he was shot dead as he

pl ayed cards in his ice-cream bar .

Canada was not the only place where wire-taps registered the

way i nwhich theTransatlantic Syndi cate Was upsetting the mafa
bal ance of power inthe late r970s. In ajustly f anous under cover
sting, FBI Special Agent Joseph D. Pistone infiltrated New vork' s
Bonanno Fanily by posing as Donni e Brasco' . The menor abl e
1997 novie of Pistone's story, starring Johnny Depp and A
Paci no, fails tocapture the operation's crucial historical context.
Pistone Brasco WasS afrst-hand witness to the rise of the zi ps
or 'greasers'. Thesewer ederogatory terns that | ocal maf osi used
torefertosSicilian MBN of Honour WHO had recently set up shop
in Anerica. There were tWo reasons Why NeWw York mafiosi were
anxi ous abour the Nnew arrivals. First, because the zi ps had been
granted the exclusive right to supply whol esal e heroin for New
York's Bonanno and Ganbi no Fanilies. Second, because they
formed an aut ononous faction Whose power w thin American
Cosa Nostra was on the rise. VWhat soldiers in the Bonanno
Family called 'zips' were actually nenbers of the Transatlantic
Syndi cat e.
Pi stone's body mi ke recorded rwo NEeW York wise guys as t hey
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news that SOME o« the o .., .
t othe Sicilianswere going to pe

react ed . .t he .
ranks W thin ANerican o ganisati on:

awar ded

Those guys [the zips] are | ooking to take over ever yt hi ng.
There's no Way we can nake them captains. W' d |ose all

our Strength.

Them fucking zips ain't going to back up to nobody. You
oive them the fucking power, « you don't get hurt now, you
get hurt three years from now. They' | bury you. You cannot
give them the power. They don't give a fuck. They don't
care Who's boss. They got NO respect.

The zips had names and faces. John Ganbi no was one: he had
moved from Palermo to Cherry Hills, NEW Jersey, in 1964.
Sal vatore InzerilloWasS anot her: he was t he nephew of a pal er o
boss. Like the cuntrera- Caruana clan, these were nobsters with
a great MaNy exotic stanps in their passports, and a vast inter
national skein of relatives by blood and marriage to suppor t
them Menbers of the Transatiantic Syndi cate like these were
responsi bl e for what became known as the Pizza Connecti on,
tag coi ned during t he huge US police investigation that eventual |y
cut out a small part of the Transatlantic Syndicatein the md
1980s.

The nmenber s of the Transatlantic Syndicate were frighteningly
powerful , and they also worked together. AS early as 1971, the
Venezuel an secret services |ooked into the Cuntrera-Caruana
cattle ranch, and found that its sharehol ders included the
following: Nick Rizzuto, the Cuntrera-Caruanas' AN in
Montreal (he woul d eventually take the reins in Qucbec after

t he mur der of Paolo Violi); John Ganmbi no from Cherry Hlls;
t he head of the Palerno

and Salvatore Little Bird Geco,
bonb, who had aban

Conmi ssi on at the tineof the aaculli

doned sicilytobecome aSouth America-based narcoticsinporter.

The Transat!antic Syndicate had the keys to the United States
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ket anyone Wwho wanted T O supply bul k dopetot he
d iitte choice but to gothroughthem qur g .0

' knew t hat
' Mr Chanpagne' Mitolo, at f FOMyperi -
his ships delivered 400 kilograms O0C
half of it weDt LO 1

heroin
East Coast ha

br oker, Gaspare
ence. In 1981, the first of

ready-rehned her oi n from Thail and:

cuntrera- Caruanas. and haif to John Ganbi noinCherry Hiis

Back in sicily, the Transatlantic Syndicate carried even NMDIe€ clour

thanitdid in Canada or the United States. OnN€ nenber, Salvatore
Inzerillo,rerurned toPalernp in 1973, and his uncle i medi ately

ceded to him his job as representative of the Passo di Ri gano
Fanily and then his seat ON the Conmi ssi on. O her bosses WhoO

were part of the Transatlantic Syndicate included triumvirate

nmenbers Tano Badal anenti and Stefano Bontate.

The Transatlantic Syndicate enjoyed the cream of Cosa

Nostra's contactsintheworld of banking. SOMe of theirnarcotics
profitswere |aundered and invested by the notorious fly-by-night
financi ers and P2 Masoni ¢ Lodge nenbers, M chel e Si ndona and

Roberto Calvi. Both Sindona and Calvi woul d end up dying in
to this day: Calvi WwWas

in London in 1982;

circunstances that remain nysterious
found hangi ng under Bl ackfriars Bridge

Sindona drank a coffee |laced with cynanide inprison in r986.
Thetransatiantic Syndicate enj oyed enor nous traction in busi
ness and politicstoo. They were close tO0 the Salvo cousi ns,
fabulously wealthy barons of sicily's privatised tax-collection
system They were also close to Salvo Lima, the Young Turk.
Through Li ma and the sal vos, but al so girect| y. they had t heear
Ty e e s,
the IMAN whose faction inthe chri stihalms pS: | ar:eni i car.eer, and
Li maand his sicilianfol|owers A di mera Par_ty ' nel uded
Court, inaverdict from 2004 lAnZ:Z;tlt?g -to the Ita,llan Supreme
stable and frjendl Y avail abil i'ty' t owar ds feplaved anauthentic
Stefano Bont ate et al
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