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1. TITILE 
PAGE UNDER THE TABLES OF LITTLE ITALY 

2. COIN Little Italy is the pocket-neighborhood reminder of the great wave of Italian immigration 
which came through New York City starting in the late 1870s. 

The area was the home of a densely packed, lively neighborhood of pushcarts, barber 
shops, cheese shops, and organ grinders, populated by thousands of new immigrants. 

Numerous Italians arrived in America hoping to buy land or earn enough money to return 
home. Most arrived with little cash or education, since they come from the poorer rural 
villages in Southern Italy, such as Sicily and Campania. They generally performed manual 

labor, as they had been peasant farmers in Italy. 
3.  The area has some of New York’s oldest still-operating shops, from Ferrara Bakery to Di 

Palo’s. However, there’s also a dark side to this neighborhood, memories of extortion 
plots by the Black Hand and a continuous presence of organized crime. 

4. INTRO  The immigrants populated various American cities, developing ‘Little Italy’s’, where they 
could easily establish a familiar cultural presence. Italian neighborhoods typically grew in 
the older areas of the cities, suffering from overcrowded tenements and poor sanitation. 
Living together in such closed communities created little more than a microcosm of the 

society they had left in Europe. Some criminals exploited this fact and began to extort the 
more prosperous Italian’s in their neighborhood. A crime that would eventually snow-ball 

into an epidemic known as ‘The Black Hand’. 
5. LETTERS  The extortions were done anonymously by delivering threatening letters demanding 

money, signed with a crudely drawn symbols, such as a knife or a skull. The following is 
an excerpt from one such letter: 

 
If you have not sufficient courage you may go to people who enjoy an honorable reputation and be careful 
as to whom you go. Thus, you may stop us from persecuting you as you have been adjudged to give money 
or life. Woe upon you if you do not resolve to buy your future happiness, you can do from us by giving the 

money demanded… 
6.  

Picture members of the black hand 

7. News 
and 
letters 

Appeared in The New York Times around this period: 
My name is Salvatore Spinelli. My parents in Italy came from a decent family. I came here eighteen years 
ago and went to work as a house painter, like my father. I started a family and I have been an American 

citizen for thirteen years. I had a house at 314 East Eleventh Street and another one at 316, which I rented 
out. At this point the ‘Black Hand’ came into my life and asked me for seven thousand dollars. I told them to 

go to hell and the bandits tried to blow up my house. Then I asked the police for help and refused more 
demands, but the ‘Black Hand’ set off one, two, three, four, five bombs in my houses. Things went to pieces. 

From thirty-two tenants I am down to six. I owe a thousand dollars interest that is due next month, and I 
cannot pay. I am a ruined man. My family lives in fear. There is a policeman on guard in front of my house, 

but what can he do? My brother Francesco and I do guard duty at the windows with guns night and day. My 
wife and children have not left the house for weeks. How long can this go on? 



8.  The myth of ‘The Black Hand’ spread through the Little Italies of America. A strong fear 
was implanted in the communities, and even the mention of ‘La Mano Nera’ would cause 

people to pray with the hope of protection. 
 

Italian mythology spoke of gangsters being able to ‘cast the evil eye’ and to possess other 
‘magical powers’, such fables, mixed with the reality of bombings and murders in the 

press. This only helped to emphasize the effectiveness of the Black Hand legend. 
9.  The extortion letters were written in a combination of dialects, and the Black Hand 

symbols varied greatly in design. This shows that the members originated from different 
regions of Italy. The extortionists’ targeted a varied widely of Italians, which is the 

unifying factor was their wealth. 
 

Some designs were an open hand, others a closed fist, while others showed a hand 
holding a knife. 

10.  
LETTERS OF THE BLACK HAND 

11. LED 
LIGHT 

January 1908 
 

- A bomb exploded at the front of an Italian Bank at 238 — 240 Elizabeth Street. 
‘Pasquale Pati & Son’ was the most successful Italian banker in New York, with his 

business capitalized at $500,000. 
12. The Ruin 

of 
Pasquale 
Pati 

Salvatore Pati, the son was inside the bank at the time of the bombing, he managed to 
secure the money while the bomb throwers ran into the crowds on Elizabeth Street. 

The bomb was not an attempt at robbery, but a warning from the Black Hand. Earlier that 
week Pati had publicly announced he would not fall for their attempts at extortion. After 

the explosion, depositors began to withdraw their money, and in the next four weeks 
over $400,000 in deposits were removed. 

13.  6th March, 1908 
-  three armed men entered the bank, but escaped empty handed when Pati shot 
one the men. Pati began to receive more death threats, including one note that said he 

would be cut-up like the victim of the ‘Barrel Murder’ several years ago. 
- Two weeks later he found out that a group of men had attempted to set fire to his 

family home. 
 

14.  Pati was forced to close the bank He pinned a note to the front of the bank reading: 
- The clientele of the bank be calm and trustworthy, as the banker, Pasquale Pati, 
has long been obliged to absent himself to protect his existence and family. He has been 
molested and threatened and will be back soon. He possesses 45 houses and $100,000 

life insurance and has bonds of $15,000with the State of New York. 
 
 



 

15.  1908 showed the highest number of Black Hand cases recorded. Commissioner Bingham’s 
report listed the following: 

Black Hand cases reported: 424 
Arrests: 215 / Convictions: 36 / Discharges: 156 / Pending: 23 

Bomb outrages reported: 44 
Arrests: 70 / Convictions: 9 / Discharges: 58 / Pending: 3 

16.  The NYPD was incapable of dealing with the explosion in crime. The police had no 
intelligence network inside the Italian community, and little understanding of the culture 

and language. 
 

The Black Hand fear became such a problem that a special Italian branch of the police had 
to be formed. The New York Times ran this story about the new force : 

NEW SECRET SERVICE TO BATTLE ‘BLACK HAND’ 
Police Commissioner Theodore A. Bingham, finally has his Secret Service. It is a secret in every sense of the 

word, since no one at 300 Mulberry Street except Lieutenant Petrosino and Bingham himself knows its 
membership. Substantial funds for the maintenance of the Secret Squad have been made available to the 

Commissioner, but this is all he will say. He refuses to discuss their source, confining himself to the 
assurance that it is not public money. It is generally believed that the money was contributed by a number 
of prosperous Italian merchants and bankers across the city, aroused by the wave of extorsions in recent 

years. 
17.  Joseph Petrosino, the tough Italian policeman who headed the squad, gave his views on 

the Black Hand criminals: 
 

There is only one thing that can wipe out the Black Hand, and that is the elimination of ignorance. The 
gangsters who are holding Little Italy in the grip of terror come chiefly from Sicily and Southern Italy, and 

they are primitive country robbers transplanted into cities. This is proved by their brutal methods. No 
American hold-up man would ever think of stopping somebody and slashing his face with a knife just to take 

his wallet. Probably he would threaten him with a pistol. No American criminal would blow up a man’s 
house or kill his children because he refused to pay fifty or a hundred dollars. The crimes that occur among 

the Italians here, are the same as those committed at one time by rural outlaws in Italy; and the victims, like 
the killers, come from the same ignorant class of people. In short we are dealing with banditry transplanted 

to the most modern city in the world. 
18.  Shortly after Petrosino’s ascension to Bingham’s secret police squad, he was murdered in 

Palermo, Sicily. Becoming the first NYPD officer to be killed whilst on duty outside of the 
USA. 

19.  The Black Hand phenomenon began to decline after 1915, primarily due to tougher 
sentencing, federal mail laws, and tighter immigration control. It was a phenomenon that 
arose from imported criminal practices and the unique immigration situation at the time. 

20.  
Saskia Wulandiarti 


