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New Film Proves There’s Much More 
to Mysterious Sicily Than the Mafia 

And Raises Funds For Italian-American Service Groups In The Process By Kim Weiss

In select locations in the U.S. and Can-
ada, folks are flocking to one-night-only 
screenings of the new feature-length docu-
mentary “Sicily: Land of Love and Strife.” 

Written, produced, and directed by 
Mark Spano, the film celebrates the island 
nation’s natural beauty, its passionate peo-

ple and epic human struggles, the depth 
and diversity of its culture, the philosophic 
insights that originated in Sicily, and its 
wealth of historic sites – all facets of Sicily 
that have been obscured by the mysterious 
country’s association with organized crime.

“Sicily has been the most invaded place 
on earth because of its fertile land and its 
location in the Mediterranean at the cross-
roads of Europe, Africa and Asia,” said 
Spano, a Sicilian by heritage (he holds 
dual citizenship). “Ownership of the is-
land has been contested for millennia.”

He pointed out that Sicily rivals Greece 
and Egypt as a primary source for West-
ern ideas, “and fewer places on the planet 
compare to Sicily as a place of wonder and 
intrigue. Yet the island’s association with 
the Mafia, so deeply entrenched in popu-
lar consciousness, has obscured more 
rounded and accurate depictions of its his-
tory and culture.”

Spano hopes the documentary he 
worked on for three years will change pub-
lic perception of his family’s homeland.

Sicilian-American genealogist and au-
thor Angelo Coniglio of Buffalo, who spe-
cializes in Sicilian heritage, believes it will. 
“The customs, colors, and sounds of both 
‘old’ and modern Sicily are vividly brought 
to life by this film,” he said. “If you’ve nev-
er been to Sicily, the film will invite you to 
visit. If you have already been there, then 
‘Land of Love & Strife’ will haunt you.”

Support Through Sponsorship 
and Enthusiastic Audiences

One of UNICO’s objectives is to promote 
the image of Italian Americans. Therefore, 
the organization has supported the film-
maker’s effort by co-sponsoring the first 
screening: the U.S. premiere in Kansas City, 
Missouri, on April 11. Two others followed 
closely after in Hamilton, Ontario, on June 
20; and Buffalo, New York on June 25. 

Other sponsors for those shows in-
cluded the American Sons of Columbus 
in Kansas City; Sicilia Canta in Hamilton; 
and in Buffalo, The Italian Cultural Cen-
ter of Buffalo, the Federation of Italian-
American Societies of Western New York, 
and the Per Niente Club of Buffalo.

Since sponsoring organizations re-
ceive a portion of the profit from ticket 
sales, the screenings have been successful 

fundraisers for each of them. The Ham-
ilton show sold 400 out of 500 seats. In 
both Kansas City and Buffalo, the 7 p.m. 
shows sold out in advance. So the theaters 
in each both cities added late-shows. In 
Buffalo, the late show on a Monday night 
at 10 p.m. sold over 100 more tickets.

Although Mark Spano lives near Cha-
pel Hill, North Carolina, he chose Kan-
sas City, Missouri, for the U.S. premiere 
of his film because he grew up there and 
welcomed the input he would receive 
from that community.

“Holding the premiere in my home-
town not only allowed me to see friends 
and family I hadn’t seen in years, but it also 
gave me the opportunity to present my film 
to a very diverse Middle-American audi-
ence,” he said. “Their responses were both 
informative and heartwarming. I could not 
have asked for more. The theater was sold 

out, and the crowd loved the film. I was 
truly humbled by their responses.”

Frank Cherrito, former president of 
UNICO’s Kansas City chapter (2009-
2011), remembers when the enthusiastic 
filmmaker first told him about the docu-
mentary he wanted to make.

“Mark came to us with an idea,” Cher-
rito recalled. “Although it wasn’t really 
clear to us, the vision he had for this won-
derful film was crystal clear to him. And 
it proved to be an incredible fundraiser 
for our organization. Many people came 
out to support the film primarily, I think, 
because it highlights the Italian-American 
culture in a positive way.”

Jack Ancona, the organization’s current 
second vice president, concurred. “When I 
heard about the film and was able to view 
the trailer, I felt that this was a great oppor-
tunity for the Kansas City community to 
see Sicily from a fresh perspective void of 
stereotype. It inspired me to get involved 
in the screening here. The interaction from 
the audience was rewarding, but the com-
ments from my 26-year-old told me that 
was the audience it was made for.”

In Hamilton, Ontario, Sam Cino and 
Joe Baiardo of Sicilia Canta and Charles 
Criminisi of Cinema Insieme offered the 
following:

“Sicilia Canta and Cinema Insieme were 
pleased to host Mark Spano’s film, Sicily: 
Land of Love and Strife. The film was beau-
tifully created with breathtaking images and 
a captivating soundtrack. Diverse perspec-
tives on the history, culture and norms of 
Sicilian life were presented by internation-
al scholars and authorities who introduced 
facts that were unknown to many about 
this beautiful three-sided island. Feedback 
from many of the 300 viewers was very fa-
vorable. Funds from the screening will be 
used to promote future community initia-
tives and events of particular interest to the 
local Sicilian community.”
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Upcoming Shows
So far, two more special screenings of “Sic-
ily: Land of Love and Strife” are already 
scheduled:

The New York City premiere will be 
held in the Bernie Wohl Center on 
Columbus Avenue on Wednesday, 
September 12.

The Triangle Sons and Daughters 
of Italy, Lodge 2817, in Cary, North 
Carolina, will present the film as a 
fundraiser on Sunday, November 11.

Also, the Westdale Theater, a soon-to-
open art house in Hamilton and North Park 
Theatre in Buffalo that hosted the film’s ini-
tial show in that city – are planning theatri-
cal runs. No dates have been announced yet.

For more information on “Sicily: Land of 
Love and Strife” and filmmaker Mark Spano, 
visit: https://markspano.wordpress.com/

Continued from previous page

A recurring theme when I visit UNICO 
chapters is “What does National do for me? 
“Why do we need UNICO National? Our 
chapter does local fund raisers, we pay na-
tional dues, and we don’t get anything from 
National.” This is very frustrating to hear 
as there are many benefits in the relation-
ship between National and its chapters. We 
need each other and I’ll try to explain.

First of all there is a legal relationship 
between National and the local chapters. 
When a chapter is chartered, it agrees to 
be bound by the National Constitution 
which gives the chapter certain rights, 
privileges, duties, and responsibilities. 
One of the rights and privileges that confer 
to a chapter is the UNICO Service Mark or 
Trade Name. The use of this Service Mark 
is a privilege that enables a local chapter to 
raise funds under a name that is nationally 
recognized. We all tell people that UNICO 
National is the largest Italian American 
service organization in the country. You 
cannot say that without the Service Mark. 
While UNICO National has the right to as-
sess a fee for the use of the Service Mark, it 
has never exercised that right. Instead, Na-
tional has taken the position that it would 
not charge chapters for the use of the Ser-
vice Mark as long as the chapters partici-
pated in the National meetings and con-
tributed to the National charities. As long 
as a chapter contributed something to the 
National charities, National did not want 
to set any specific amount and left that 
up to each individual chapter. Each local 
chapter benefits from the UNICO Service 
Mark. Supporters and contributors readily 
know what UNICO is all about. Certainly 
raising funds under the UNICO Service 
Mark is much easier than under a name 
that is unknown or not recognized. I often 
give the example of the McDonald’s fran-
chise versus an independent hamburger 
establishment. Who do you think will do 
better, the McDonald’s or Joe’s hamburg-
ers? The Trade Name (Service Mark) has 
significant value in generating revenue 
and without that Service Mark, the local 
chapter would be just another indepen-

dent organization trying to raise funds. 
Many service and charitable organizations 
require members and chapters to forward 
a percentage of their fundraising proceeds 
to the national office. UNICO does not do 
that. We give the chapters’ freedom to sup-
port those charities or activities that are 
most important to it or its community.

In order to maintain the Service Mark, 
UNICO National has to maintain a national 
presence. It does so by operating a Nation-
al Office, a national publication (ComU-
NICO), and the UNICO Foundation. Some 
of the services and benefits of having the 
national office include:
• Support staff to answer questions,  
   provide forms, etc.
• Assistance with Chapter IRS forms and  
   issues
• Seminars to assist in running a more  
   efficient and successful chapter
• Membership and expansion materials
• Pre-approved funds available to chapters    
   in support of membership drives
• Manuals on how to successfully run a  
   chapter
• National officer visitation opportunities
• Organization of national meetings to  
   support chapters and provide community     
   and camaraderie
• Publishing ComUNICO, a National  
   Magazine that supports UNICO and its    
   chapter’s activities.
• Maintaining the National website and  
   Facebook page to provide resources and  
   information along with links to local  
   chapter sites.

The UNICO Foundation is totally sup-
ported by our members and every mem-
ber of UNICO National is a member of 
the Foundation. The Foundation does not 
raise funds on its own and relies entirely 
on the member chapters to contribute 
monies to the various charities. The local 
chapters of UNICO gain national recogni-
tion whenever the Foundation makes do-
nations and grants to Jimmy V for cancer 
research, St Jude’s, mental health, disaster 
relief, and scholarships. 

UNICO National provides strength in 

numbers in combating discrimination and 
defamation and allows chapters to par-
ticipate in National Programs like Scholar-
ships and the Award Programs.

UNICO National and its chapters need 
each other. Chapters could not exist with-
out National and National could not exist 
without chapters. Remember that when 
doing fundraisers, your chapter is ben-
efiting from the UNICO brand which was 
developed by National. Part of the funds 
that are raised under the UNICO Service 
Mark should be allocated to the National 
Charites. Chapters should also support 
their members attending national meet-
ings. By adhering to the Constitution and 
the duties required by it, our organization 
becomes stronger for both its chapters and 
its National reputation. Please discuss the 
information here with your fellow mem-
bers. I, along with the office staff and Ex-
ecutive Committee members are always 
available to speak at chapter meetings. 

The Important Relationship Between 
UNICO National and its Chapters

By Sal Benvenuti, Executive Director


