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RANKS IN THE ’NDRANGHETA


Preface

Graziella Campagna was a petite, baby-faced, dark-haired girl of seventeen. Her hobby was embroidery. She was last seen on 12 December 1985, waiting for the bus she always took home from her job at the dry cleaner’s. She was dressed in a red jacket and black trousers.

Like many young people in Sicily, Graziella was paid an under-the-counter pittance for long hours of menial work. And, like many young people in Sicily, she would not be able to get married unless her family saved for years. So her disappearance was probably a fuitina (an elopement): she had run off with her boyfriend to save her parents the expense of a full-scale wedding. Or at least that was what the police told her worried father.

Graziella’s brother Pietro was a Carabiniere – a military policeman. He did not buy the fuitina story and searched the whole area for his sister on a borrowed motorbike. After two days, up in the mountains above town, he stopped at a sandwich stall to show Graziella’s picture. Just then, a man in a BMW pulled up and, breathless with emotion, said that he had just found the body of a girl dressed in a red jacket and black trousers near an abandoned fort.

Pietro rushed to where the girl lay, and to a sight that outstripped his nightmares. ‘I saw what I saw,’ was all he could later bring himself to say.

It would take many years of campaigning for Graziella’s family to confirm the truth about her murder.

The laundry where she worked was in the little town of Villafranca, in the Sicilian province of Messina. Among the regular clients was an affable, balding civil engineer in his mid-forties who went by the name of Eugenio Cannata. Cannata was always accompanied on his visits to the laundry by a younger, much quieter friend. One day, while sorting through a bundle of Cannata’s laundry, Graziella found a transparent plastic wallet in the breast pocket of a shirt; it contained a picture of Pope John XXIII and a small diary. The diary made it clear that ‘Eugenio Cannata’ was, in fact, a pseudonym. Its bearer was in reality a mafioso – a Man of Honour, as he would have termed himself – who was on the run from the law on drug-trafficking charges. His taciturn friend was his bodyguard.

It is highly unlikely that Graziella understood the lethal importance of what she saw. But ‘Eugenio Cannata’ probably found out that her brother was a Carabiniere, and decided not to risk sparing her. He and his bodyguard kidnapped her from the bus stop, took her into the mountains, interrogated her in the abandoned fort, and then murdered her.

Graziella was blasted five times at close range with a sawn-off shotgun. The first shot hit her in the hand and arm. Presumably she had raised them instinctively when she realised what was about to happen. The next three shots hit her in the face, the belly and the shoulder. She was on the ground when the killer stood over her and fired for the final time – into her chest. 

Graziella Campagna was a victim of Cosa Nostra, the mafia of Sicily.
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Thirty thousand people. No library. No cinema. No park. Casal di Principe is a low-rise warren where buildings with planning permission are the exception rather than the rule. Concrete and tarmac have long since won the fight for space with the peach and apricot orchards. The church of San Nicola di Bari is of a hard-faced piece with the town. Its featureless blocks and a square-columned portico are fit for a multistorey car park. The crucifix bolted to the roof bestows only an embattled air of determination.

But don Giuseppe Diana knew that it took something more than determination to bring hope to Casal di Principe. Don Peppino, as they called him, was a local man, a farmer’s son. Priest. Literature teacher. Scout leader. Friend. He mustered the kids into games of five-a-side and ping-pong. He took them for trips into the countryside. He quietly galvanised them into working for their community – in a place where the word ‘community’ can scarcely gain any purchase on reality. Don Peppino’s volunteers were even building a refuge for the most wretched of this wretched place, the illegal migrant labourers exploited by local gangmasters.

And then there was his articulate stand against organised crime. He and five other local priests put their name to a simple, typed document they called, ‘For the love of my people, I will not keep silent.’

Don Peppino died, in the sacristy, early on the morning of Sunday 19 March 1994. He had just listened to his telephone messages in the tiny office space, and was minutes from beginning the Mass.

A few steps away, in the front pews, two Carmelite nuns were saying the rosary when they heard shots. They noticed a man, barely more than a shadow, slipping out of the main entrance. Once through the narrow corridor that led from the nave into the sacristy, they found don Peppino lying in a creeping slick of blood. He had been shot three times in the face at point-blank range.

Don Peppino Diana was a victim of the camorra, the mafia of Campania.
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Giuseppe Grimaldi, age fifty-four, was a salumiere, a butcher specialising in the Calabrian salami that bristle with chilli peppers like those of no other Italian region. One May afternoon in 1991, three men wearing ski masks and brandishing sawn-off shotguns burst into the food shop in Taurianova that Giuseppe ran with his brother. The three men ordered the Grimaldi brothers and their customers out into the street. As a judge would later rule, the Grimaldis ‘had no criminal record and were entirely unconnected to any kind of crime’. So in those first moments, there was no reason to believe that the raid, terrifying as it was, was anything more than a robbery.

It turned out to be a public execution, a ‘transversal vendetta’, as the newspapers in Italy call them – meaning the revenge killing of a mafioso’s innocent relatives. Once the Grimaldi brothers were in the tiny piazza in front of the shop, both were shot in the back several times from close range.

The following evening, the grief-stricken Grimaldi family were holding a vigil over Giuseppe’s body when men claiming to be Carabinieri called at the door. Mrs Grimaldi asked them to switch on their siren as proof of their identity. Their response was to fire wildly into the house. No one was killed, but the Grimaldis’ twelve-year-old daughter was seriously wounded; she was still in intensive care when journalists from across the country descended on the home, its front door pock-marked with bullet holes.

Giuseppe’s wife Luciana, head bowed, voice flattened and quiet, responded simply to the journalists’ probing. Could she manage to forgive the men who did this?

‘Sometimes I think I could manage it. Sometimes not. But I think, in a case like this, God alone can forgive.’

God alone knows where she got her composure. For she must have had the appalling image of what had been done to her husband tugging mutely at her mind.

The shotgun blast that killed Giuseppe took away most of his neck. The killers then fetched his butcher’s knife and hacked through the few remaining strands of muscle and skin so that they could use his head for target practice. Passers-by – and there were about twenty of them in the centre of Taurianova – saw Giuseppe’s head repeatedly arc through the air, take cruel deviations when the shotgun pellets hit it, and tumble into the road.

Giuseppe Grimaldi was a victim of the ’ndrangheta, the mafia of Calabria.

 

[image: Image]

 

Today’s Italy came into being on 2 and 3 June 1946, when a people battered by war voted in a referendum to abolish a monarchy that had been profoundly discredited by its subservience to Fascist dictatorship. Here was a clean break with the past: Italy would henceforth be a Republic. In the same poll, Italians elected the members of a constituent assembly who would draft a new constitution for the Republic based on democracy, freedom and the rule of law.

The organisations that killed Graziella Campagna, don Giuseppe Diana and Giuseppe Grimaldi are a monstrous insult to the Italian Republic’s founding values. The mafias’ appalling cruelty is essential to what they are and what they do. There is no such thing as a mafia without violence. Yet violence is only the beginning. Through violence, and through the many tactics that it makes possible, the mafias corrupt the Republic’s democratic institutions, drastically curtail the life-chances of its citizens, evade justice, and set up their own self-interested meddling as an alternative to the courts. In the areas of the country where mafia power is strongest, it constitutes nothing short of a criminal regime. In a secret dispatch from 2008 that found its way onto the Wikileaks site, the United States Consul General in Naples reported on Calabria, the region in the ‘toe’ of the Italian ‘boot’ which is home to the ’ndrangheta. One might quibble with one or two of his statistics, but the core of the diagnosis is as true as it is dispiriting:

The ’ndrangheta organized crime syndicate controls vast portions of [Calabria’s] territory and economy, and accounts for at least three percent of Italy’s GDP (probably much more) through drug trafficking, extortion and usury … Much of the region’s industry collapsed over a decade ago, leaving environmental and economic ruin. The region comes in last place in nearly every category of national economic assessments. Most of the politicians we met on a recent visit were fatalistic, of the opinion that there was little that could be done to stop the region’s downward economic spiral or the stranglehold of the ’ndrangheta. A few others disingenuously suggested that organized crime is no longer a problem … No one believes the central government has much, if any, control of Calabria, and local politicians are uniformly seen as ineffective and/or corrupt. If Calabria were not part of Italy, it would be a failed state.

The ’ndrangheta’s influence reaches far beyond the ‘bleak and chaotic’ cities of Calabria that were visited by the Consul General. Italy’s poorest region has generated a criminal brotherhood that is more adept than any of the other mafias at establishing colonies in the wealthiest parts of the country. (Not to mention in a series of other rich countries, such as Germany, Canada and Australia.)

The mafias and the Republic have grown together. As the Republic’s foundations were set in place, the mafias built themselves into the post-war settlement. As Italy recovered from the catastrophe of war, the mafias gained strength too. Soon, Italy would transform itself into one of the world’s wealthiest capitalist economies. Italian goods were manufactured with an expertise, and designed with a style, that made them coveted the world over. The mafias too made themselves richer than they had ever been – albeit by trading in a more nefarious range of goods and services. In so doing, they made Italy’s organised crime problem known the world over.

Since the 1960s, Italy has no longer been able to cite poverty as an excuse for harbouring the mafias. Indeed, it has no excuses at all. Post-war Italy has at times been a deeply troubled society. But it is not a banana republic in South America, or an impoverished warlord demesne in Asia, or some remnant of a shattered empire in Eastern Europe. Unless our maps are all calamitously wrong, the famous boot-shaped peninsula is not located in a region of the world where one might expect to find the state’s authority undermined by a violent and rapacious alternative power. Italy is a full member of the family of Western European nations. Yet, alone among those nations, it hosts several criminal organisations that have usurped the democratic state’s authority over large tracts of its own territory.

Herein lie both the fascination and the urgency of mafia history. Mafia power is the antithesis of the values of freedom and democracy that underpin Europe’s post-war prosperity. But in Italy, mafia power has been perfectly compatible with the day-to-day reality of freedom, democracy and prosperity.

In Mafia Republic, I tell the story of how Cosa Nostra, the camorra and the ’ndrangheta survived in the Republican era. Not only survived, but actually multiplied and spread, spawning new mafias and new infestations in parts of the national territory that had hitherto seemed immune. Not only multiplied and spread, indeed, but became stronger, more affluent and more violent than ever.

Mafia Republic is based on two simple principles:

On the one hand, there are a great many more differences between Italy’s three major mafias than the casual observer might assume. Some of those differences are subtle, some are stark, but each is an adaptation designed to enable the particular criminal organisation in question to survive and prosper in its local environment. The result is that each mafia has followed a distinct path through history.

On the other hand, for all these intriguing differences between the criminal organisations, their histories make more sense when they are woven into one narrative. The mafias share very many things, most notably their perverse relationship with the Italian state, which they have by turns infiltrated, befriended and fought. Italy does not have solitary, static criminal organisms; it has a rich underworld ecosystem that continues to generate new life forms to this day. 

‘Mafia’ is a Sicilian word, although it is frequently used as a general term for a criminal organisation, and therefore applied to the camorra and the ’ndrangheta as well as to the Sicilian mafia. I will follow the same convention here.

However, I don’t want to begin this book with names and what they might mean, because names are not really very important to what the mafias do. Yet those names, and the confusion and reticence that has often surrounded them, are an integral part of the story to be told. The camorra has always been called the camorra but, until 1955, many people in Naples were reluctant to speak the word. The ’ndrangheta has only been known as the ’ndrangheta since the same year. It was not until a decade later that Cosa Nostra became popular among Sicilian mafiosi as a way of alluding to their group. Italian public opinion did not learn about the name ‘Cosa Nostra’ until twenty years after that. In the interests of clarity, in these pages I will sometimes use ’ndrangheta to refer to the Calabrian mafia, and Cosa Nostra to refer to the Sicilian mafia, at times when those names were not yet in wide circulation.

Whatever they have been called at different times, Cosa Nostra, the camorra and the ’ndrangheta all have a history that stretches back as much as a century before the foundation of the Republic in 1946. The mafias are more or less the same age as the Italian state, which officially came into being in 1861. I recounted the mafias’ origins and early development in Mafia Brotherhoods, published in 2011. The scholar in me would love to use this preface to wag an admonishing finger at anyone who picks up a copy of this book without first having read its prequel, Mafia Brotherhoods. But, in truth, there is no justification whatsoever for such professorial crabbiness. Mafia Republic is a stand-alone book because, when mafia history began again after the Second World War, it did so with a blank page. Or perhaps it is more accurate to say that it began with a page on which the bloody traces of the past had been carefully erased. The Italian Republic completely forgot all of the lessons it should have learned from the previous century.

Mafia Republic opens with a tour of the different mafia strongholds in the 1940s – the years when Italy’s institutions were being created, or revived after Fascism’s fall. The following pages introduce each of the major mafias in turn. At the same time, they set out the ingenious ways in which a country reborn from the catastrophe of war proceeded to unlearn most of what it knew about the menace of organised crime. In the Italian Republic, mafia history began with an act of forgetting. 


1

FUGGEDABOUTIT


Sicily: Threats, terrorism, murder, arson, kidnapping and mayhem


In the early hours of 10 July 1943, American and British landing craft crashed onto Sicilian beaches and disgorged their cargo of troops and tanks. Five and a half weeks later, on 17 August, the last ferries evacuating Axis soldiers and equipment across the straits to the Italian mainland chugged out of Messina’s hooked harbour under heavy bombardment. Sicily had fallen to the Allies.

Newly liberated Sicily was already slipping towards chaos. The Allied Military Government of Occupied Territories (or AMGOT) found itself responsible for feeding the island’s hungry population while struggling to douse an eruption of black-marketeering, banditry, prison-breaks, score-settling and extortion. As early as September 1943, the New York Times reported that the Sicilian mafia was profoundly enmeshed in the post-Liberation crime wave.

Back in the early 1930s, Fascism had loudly declared that its round-ups and mass trials had vanquished the mafia. Public opinion in much of the world agreed. In 1938 the Sicilian-American author of a travel guide explained that the mafia was ‘officially extinct’: ‘the elimination of this canker is by far the greatest event in the recent history of the island’.

For their part, the British and American military authorities knew before they invaded Sicily that Fascist propaganda’s boast about the mafia’s demise was exaggerated. But it was hard for them to tell quite what state the mafia was really in – not least because Mussolini had made good his boasting in the only way he knew how: by banning organised crime stories from the Italian media. The truth behind the blackout, which has only emerged recently from the archives, was that the Sicilian mafia was as strong as ever in the 1930s. It was a secret, oath-bound brotherhood of criminals, modelled on Freemasonry, whose members referred to themselves as Men of Honour. It had branches, called ‘Families’, in most towns and villages across the west of the island. In the province of Palermo, where about half of the Sicilian mafia’s strength was concentrated, its bosses, formally known as ‘representatives’, referred upwards to a governing ‘Commission’ presided over by a ‘general president’ or ‘boss of all bosses’. Fascism had fought the Sicilian mafia, launching two major waves of repression against it. But in the end, the Duce’s regime, like every previous Italian government, had learned to live alongside it.

In the chaos that followed Liberation, the fearsome silhouette of the Sicilian mafia once more became visible. AMGOT urgently needed to find out what it was dealing with. In October 1943, it commissioned a report on the mafia from military intelligence – a report of such secrecy that it was taken across the Mediterranean to Allied Forces Headquarters in Algiers by a personal messenger. Its author, Captain William Everett Scotten, was a thirty-nine-year-old career diplomat and lately US Army Military Intelligence officer from Pasadena, California. The report concluded that the mafia was a ‘criminal system’ that aimed ‘to commit extortion and theft with impunity’ using methods ‘ranging from threats and terrorism to outright murder, arson, kidnapping, and mayhem’.

Scotten went on to explain how, in the weeks following the invasion of July 1943, the criminal system had given the Allies a lesson in how it could infiltrate the government machinery. When the Fascist state collapsed in Sicily, AMGOT needed locals they could trust to help maintain a semblance of order. Captain Scotten reported that many of the Sicilians – self-proclaimed victims of Fascism – who had been appointed mayors of towns under AMGOT were actually gangsters or their front men. Sicilian mafiosi with experience in America had also volunteered to act as interpreters, and thereby wheedled themselves into positions of influence. Captain Scotten also knew of ‘numerous cases’ of Allied staff ‘whose family connections or antecedents in the United States have led them directly into the sphere of Mafia’. What is more, even honest officials had been duped by Sicilian aristocrats with mafia links (the mafia’s ‘higher level’, in Captain Scotten’s words). 

The mafia’s economic power had grown too. Under AMGOT, grain was supposed to be requisitioned and held in warehouses for distribution through a rationing system. Captain Scotten learned that the mafia did not only run the vast black market in grain; in some places mafiosi had used their political contacts in Palermo to gain control over government grain banks too. Both the illegal and legal markets in agricultural produce were in criminal hands. In short, within weeks of the Allied occupation, the mafia had a grip on Sicily’s throat. The detritus of the battlefield had equipped it with a formidable arsenal: ‘machine guns, trench mortars, even light field pieces, land mines, field radios, and ample stores of munitions’, according to Captain Scotten. Whatever business opportunities the war’s aftermath might throw up, the Sicilian mafia was armed and ready to seize them.

Meanwhile, the Allied invasion of Sicily had started a chain reaction up in Rome. Duce Benito Mussolini fell from power and was arrested on the orders of the King. Then, on 8 September 1943, Italy capitulated to the Allies. The King, his ministers and some of his top generals fled. The state machinery dissolved, leaving disorientated soldiers and citizens to find their own way of surviving the rest of the war. In the early hours of the following morning, Allied forces landed on the southern Italian mainland, at Salerno, just below Naples. More German troops poured into the peninsula to resist: they were occupiers now, rather than Axis comrades. Italy was cut in two: the Allies in the South, the Germans in the North and centre. For the rest of the Second World War, the conflict would be slogged out on the soil of the Italian mainland. Meanwhile, behind the lines in Nazi-occupied Italy, a civil war pitched the Resistance against die-hard Fascists.

Back in liberated Sicily, AMGOT came to an end in February 1944, and the island came under the authority of the coalition of anti-Fascist forces making up the new Italian civilian government, which was based in the portion of the mainland now held by the Allies.

Over the next couple of years, all of Italy made the transition from war to peace, and from Liberation to democracy, a transition marked by four key milestones:

April 1945: the war in Italy came to an end, only a few days before Hitler’s suicide.

June 1946: the monarchy was abolished and the Republic was born.

March 1947: President Harry S. Truman announced that the United States would intervene to check Soviet expansion across the globe. In Italy, the Partito Comunista Italiano had won great prestige from its role in the Resistance, and was promising to create a Communist Party branch for every bell-tower. The peninsula found itself right on the front line of the newly declared Cold War.

April 1948: Italy’s first democratic parliamentary election was decisively won by the American-backed Democrazia Cristiana (DC – the Christian Democrats) and decisively lost by the Communists.

Nowhere in Italy was the post-war transition more turbulent than in Sicily. Nowhere was organised crime more profoundly involved in the turbulence. Parts of the South had been strongholds of organised crime for generations by this time. In southern Calabria and Campania, as we will see, ’ndranghetisti and camorristi carved out their own niche in the post-war settlement. But in Sicily, the mafia had grander designs. Many Sicilians are inclined to express doubts when the label ‘organised crime’ is applied to the mafia. Mafiosi are all criminals, and they always have been. But ordinary criminals, however organised they may be, do not have remotely the kind of political friendships that senior mafiosi have always enjoyed. It would be far, far beyond the mental horizon of any common-or-garden crook to try and shape the institutional destiny of his homeland in the way Sicilian mafiosi tried to do after 1943.

The most clamorous and bloody crime in which the mafia was involved was banditry. At the peak in 1945, hundreds of bandit bands roamed the Sicilian countryside, many of them well armed enough to best the police and Carabinieri in a firefight. Robbery, extortion, kidnapping and the black market gave these outlaws a rich income stream. As was traditional, rather than joining the bandits, mafiosi preferred, wherever they could, to ‘farm’ them through an exchange of favours. For example, the bandits might kick back a percentage of their earnings to the mafiosi, who in return offered tips on lucrative kidnapping or robbery targets, advance news on police round-ups, and mediators who could broker ransom payments with the necessary discretion.

Soon after the Allied invasion, mafiosi set about re-establishing their time-honoured stranglehold over the ‘protection’, rental and management of agricultural land in western Sicily. Many of Sicily’s biggest landowners lived in decadent splendour in Palermo while leaving the running of their vast farms to brutal mafia middlemen. Hence, after the war, the landowners appointed men who would become some of the most notorious bosses of the 1950s and 1960s as leaseholder-managers of their land: like Giuseppe Genco Russo from Mussomeli, and the twenty-year-old killer Luciano Liggio from the agricultural town of Corleone, in the province of Palermo. (Liggio already had an arrest warrant out against his name when, after his predecessor’s mysterious death, he became manager of the Strasatto estate in 1945.)

The business of land inexorably drew the mafia into politics. At every moment of political upheaval in recent Sicilian history, peasants had made loud claims to fairer contracts or even a share of the estates owned by the Sicilian aristocrats. In the end, mafia shotguns always voiced the definitive response to the peasants’ demands.

The land issue was bound to resurface after the war and, when it did, the landowners and mafiosi turned terror into a political tool. With the pistol, the machine gun and the hand grenade, mafiosi went all out to eliminate peasant militants and intimidate their supporters into passivity. The appalling roll call of murdered trade unionists and left-wing activists began in the summer of 1944 and had not run its course a full decade later. For example, in the autumn of 1946, at Belmonte Mezzagno near Palermo, the peasants formed a cooperative to take over the management of land from a nearby estate. On 2 November, a death squad of thirteen men turned up in a field where many ordinary members of the cooperative were labouring. The brothers Giovanni, Vincenzo and Giuseppe Santangelo were led away to be executed one after another with a single shot to the back of the head.

Both the landowners and the mafia feared that a new, democratic Italian government would be forced to make concessions to the Communists, and therefore to the left-wing peasants in Sicily. Accordingly, from as early as 1943, the landowners and the mafia sponsored a movement to separate the island off from the rest of the peninsula. The road to Sicilian independence was plotted at a series of meetings held over the coming years. Scions of some of the oldest family lineages in Sicily welcomed the island’s most senior mobsters to their luxurious country villas. At one of those meetings in September 1945, the bosses negotiated a deal to integrate some bandits into the Separatist movement’s army. Salvatore Giuliano, the leader of the most notorious bandit gang of all, was offered a large sum of money, the rank of colonel, and the promise of an amnesty once the flag of a free Sicily was raised. There followed a series of assaults on Carabinieri barracks that were intended to prepare the ground for an insurrection.

In the end, there was no Separatist insurrection. The movement’s ramshackle military wing was dispersed. More importantly, its political leadership was outmanoeuvred: in May 1946 Sicily was granted autonomy, and its own regional parliament, while remaining within Italy. Mafiosi who had supported Separatism began the search for new political partners.

If Separatism was in decline in 1946, Sicily’s criminal emergency had become more serious than ever. Bandit gangs, often operating under the mafia’s wing, were robbing and kidnapping at will. The police and Carabinieri in Sicily were sending information aplenty to Rome. The mafia was at the centre of the dark picture they painted. Like Captain Scotten before them, they were under no illusions about what the mafia was, as this report from October 1946 makes clear:

The mafia is an occult organisation that traverses Sicily’s provinces and has secret tentacles that reach into all social classes. Its exclusive objective is getting rich by unlawful means at the expense of honest and vulnerable people. It has now reconstituted its cells or ‘Families’, as they are referred to here in the jargon, especially in the provinces of Palermo, Trapani, Caltanissetta, Enna and Agrigento.

So these were the violent years that decided Sicily’s future. Not coincidentally, these were also the years when Italy’s rulers decided to forget everything they knew about Sicily’s notorious ‘occult organisation’. The most revealing illustration of that process of forgetting is not a mafia massacre or a secret report. To understand how the Sicilian mafia really worked in the late 1940s, to understand its unique ability to vanish into thin air, while at the same time seeping into the state apparatus, we need to watch Italy’s first-ever mafia movie. 





Sicily: In the Name of the Law


It is September 1948, but the scorched expanses of the Sicilian interior that stretch out before the camera seem timeless. A young man in a double-breasted jacket, his chiselled face shaded by a fedora, sits erect in the saddle. Suddenly, he swivels to look out across a lunar landscape of dust and rock. He sees eight figures on horseback emerge over a hilltop to stand silhouetted against the sky.

‘The mafia.’ The young man speaks the dread word aloud to himself, and his jaw sets with determination. His name is Guido Schiavi, and he is a magistrate, a champion of the law. This is the confrontation he has been expecting. 

The mafiosi, riding beautifully curried thoroughbred mares, come down the hill towards the magistrate at a stately canter. The soundtrack provides an accompaniment of stirring trumpets and driving strings to their cavalcade. As they approach, Schiavi sees that each is dressed in corduroy and fustian; each has a flat cap pulled down over a craggily impassive face; and each has a shotgun slung over his shoulder.

The mafiosi come to a halt on a low bridge. Their boss, who goes by the name of Turi Passalacqua, is unmistakeable on his statuesque white mount. He raises his cap courteously to address the magistrate.


Good day to you, voscenza. Welcome to our land. You do us a great honour.

You are very young, sir. And my friends and I are very happy about that. Because we know that the young are pure of heart. You are intelligent, and I’m sure you have already understood the way of the world here. Things have been like this for more than a hundred years, and everyone is content. 

The magistrate Schiavi is not impressed by this homily. He objects that there are plenty of people who are far from ‘content’ with this ‘way of the world’: the victims of murder and blackmail and their families, for example; or the brutalised farm labourers and sulphur miners. But his words fail to provoke even a flicker of irritation on the mafioso’s serene countenance: 

Every society has its defects. And besides, it’s always possible to reach an agreement between men of honour … You need only express your desires.

Now it is the magistrate’s turn to remain unmoved. In tones of measured defiance he affirms that he has only one desire, only one duty: to apply the law.

Clearly, there can be no compromise. Two opposing value systems have deployed their forces in the field. A great clash between the state and the mafia is inevitable. All that remains is for the capomafia Turi Passalacqua to restate his credo:

You are a brave man, but we make the law here, according to our ancient traditions. This is an island. The government is a long way away. And if we weren’t here, with our own kind of severity, then criminals would end up spoiling everything, like rye-grass spoils the wheat. Nobody would be safe in their own home any more. We are not criminals. We are honourable men: as free and independent as the birds in the sky.

And with that, the trumpets and strings swell once more. We watch as the posse of Men of Honour wheels round and gallops off into the distance.

In 1940s Italy, the movies meant much more than just entertainment. The US studios had boycotted the Italian market in protest at Mussolini’s attempts to control imports. During the last five years of Fascism, Italians were denied their weekly dose of Californian celluloid. When the theatres were reopened after the Liberation, and the supply from Hollywood resumed, Italians were soon going to the movies in greater numbers than ever – greater than in any other European country. The glamour of Rita Hayworth and Glenn Ford held out the promise of what freedom and democracy might bring to a country racked by war and demoralised by the debacle of Fascism.

Yet no country that had lived through such traumatic changes could ever be entirely satisfied with the products of the US studios. So, in the cinema, the years 1945–50 have come to be defined by the gritty homegrown poetry of Roberto Rossellini’s Rome, Open City or Vittorio De Sica’s Bicycle Thieves. Neorealism (‘new realism’) was the cultural buzz-word of the day. Neorealist directors took their cameras out into the bomb-shattered streets; they found moving dramas among the peasants toiling on the terraces or wading through rice paddies. Neorealist cinema seemed so true to life that it was as if the skin of history had peeled off as film (to quote what one critic evocatively wrote at the time). There has never been a moment when the movie screen was more important to how Italy imagined the light and the dark within itself. 

Released in Italian cinemas in March 1949, In nome della legge (In the Name of the Law) was Italy’s first mafia film. It is a strange muddle of a movie: it has many of the accoutrements of Neorealist cinema, notably in its use of the sun-blasted Sicilian landscape; but it also straddles the divide between Neorealism and Hollywood. The film’s director, Pietro Germi, had never been to Sicily before his film went into production in 1948. Then again, his ignorance mattered little. Because when he got off the ferry and set foot on the island for the first time, he already knew exactly what he was going to find: Arizona. In the Name of the Law stages a shotgun marriage between Neorealism and the cowboy movie genre. Germi’s Sicily is Tombstone with Mediterranean trimmings: a place of lone lawmen, long stares and ambushes in gulches. Here trains pull into desert stations, gunshots echo across vast skies, and men stride into bars and drink glasses of Sicilian aniseed liqueur as if they were knocking back fingers of hooch whiskey.

Germi’s reasoning was that the quasi-Wild West setting would dramatise the head-to-head between the lone lawman and his criminal foe. Muscular heart-throb Massimo Girotti, playing the young magistrate Guido Schiavi, was to be Italy’s answer to John Wayne. But Germi’s camera is even more obsessed with mafia boss Turi Passalacqua, played by French veteran Charles Vanel: he is always framed from below, cut out against a pale sky – as if he were part craggy rancher, and part Apache sage.

The cowboys-cum-capos formula clearly worked. ‘Frenetic applause’ was reported at the first public screenings. In the Name of the Law went on to become the third most popular movie of the 1948–9 season in Italy, taking a bumper 401 million lire (roughly €7 million in 2011 values) at the box office, and standing toe-to-commercial-toe with such Hollywood classics as Fort Apache and The Treasure of the Sierra Madre.

As mob movies go, In the Name of the Law may seem quaint at first glance – now that our tastes are attuned to GoodFellas and Gomorrah. Yet Germi’s film is sinister too: it has a back-story full of dark surprises, and a context of unprecedented mafia violence and arrogance. More recent classics of the mafia movie genre, like The Godfather, are often criticised for glamourising organised crime. But in this respect Coppola’s film has nothing on In the Name of the Law. The opening credits display a familiar disclaimer: ‘Any reference to events, places and people who really exist is purely coincidental’. But that is some distance from the truth.

In the Name of the Law was based on a novel, and inspired by the example of the novel’s author. Written in the early months of 1947, Piccola Pretura (Local Magistrate’s Office) was the work of Giuseppe Guido Lo Schiavo, one of the country’s foremost authorities on the Sicilian mafia. Born and brought up in Palermo, Lo Schiavo was a hero of the First World War who, when the war ended, went into the front line of the fight against organised crime on his island home. 

Lo Schiavo’s life was closely intertwined with the history of the Sicilian mafia under Fascism. In 1926 he was himself a young magistrate, like the hero of his novel. (The similarity between the names of author and protagonist – Giuseppe Guido Lo Schiavo/Guido Schiavi – is no accident.) In that year, Benito Mussolini’s dictatorship launched a long overdue attack on the mafia. The ‘cancer of delinquency’ was to be cut out of Sicily by the Fascist ‘scalpel’, the Duce boasted. The police and Carabinieri led the assault, and prosecuting magistrates like Lo Schiavo had the job of preparing the evidence needed to convert thousands of arrests into convictions.

Lo Schiavo was among the most enthusiastic instruments of the Fascist repression. In 1930, one of the mobsters’ defence lawyers, Giuseppe Mario Puglia, published an essay claiming that the mafia was not a secret criminal society. Indeed mafiosi were not even criminals. Rather the mafioso was an incorrigible individualist, ‘a man who instinctively refuses to recognise anyone superior to his own ego’. What is more, the mafioso was a typical Sicilian, because this exaggerated pride and self-containment had seeped into the island’s psyche as a form of resistance to centuries of foreign invasions. Therefore to repress the mafia was inevitably to repress the Sicilian people. Puglia’s essay, in other words, reads like the words Lo Schiavo would later put into the mouth of mafia boss Turi Passalacqua in In the Name of the Law.

Lo Schiavo refused to let the defence lawyer’s claims pass unchallenged, responding to them in a pamphlet that is a little masterpiece of controlled anger. The mafia, Lo Schiavo argued, was ‘a criminal system’; it was not just illegal, it was an ‘anti-legal organism whose only aim was getting rich by illicit means’.

Lo Schiavo went on to give the mafia lawyer a lesson in mafia history. The Sicilian mafia first emerged from the political violence of the Risorgimento – the nineteenth-century movement that turned Italy’s disparate states into a unified nation. All revolutionaries need strong men to turn their ideals into reality, Lo Schiavo explained. The revolutionaries of pre-unification Sicily were no exception: they found the muscle they required among the fearsome wardens, overseers and bravoes who were already a law unto themselves in the Sicilian countryside. Thus a pact was formed between the island’s toughest and most ambitious thugs on the one hand, and the patriots conspiring to make Italy into a nation on the other. The pact was not broken when Sicily became part of a unified Italian state in 1860, and the patriotic conspirators joined the national ruling class.

Many of the patriotic conspirators were members of the Freemasons or of Masonic-style sects, Lo Schiavo argued. The more unscrupulous among them taught their thuggish friends what huge advantages could accrue to a criminal network able to structure itself along the same lines as the Freemasons.

Lo Schiavo had also researched the economic history of the mafia. He learned that it had first grown rich by establishing protection rackets over the valuable lemon and orange groves surrounding Palermo. At the time, those lemon and orange groves constituted some of the most profitable agricultural land in Europe. Mafiosi would demand money to ‘guard’ the lemon trees on behalf of the landowner – just in case someone vandalised them. Someone like a mafioso, that is. These rackets would then give members of the mafia the power-base they needed to control the whole citrus fruit market.

Fear of the mafia pervaded society in western Sicily, reaching right up into parliament. Anything unfavourable said about the mafia would inevitably reach hostile ears. And that, argued Lo Schiavo, is why so many Sicilians could be found spouting the same drivel, along the lines that: ‘the mafia does not exist; at worst, mafiosi are local problem solvers who embody the typically Sicilian pride and truculence towards authority’. Even the landowners who were, in theory, the mafia’s most prominent victims, had bought into this fiction and espoused the belief that the mafia was somehow good for social peace, for law and order. On the contrary, Lo Schiavo asserted, the mafia was ‘a programme to exploit and persecute honest members of society while hiding behind a reputation for courage and welfare that was only so much lying garbage’.

So, in the early 1930s, the man who would later inspire In the Name of the Law was an anti-mafia crusader with the bravery to engage in a public spat with the crime bosses’ own defence lawyers. By 1948, Lo Schiavo had become one of the country’s most senior magistrates, a prosecutor at the Supreme Court in Rome. In that year he published his novel, which was immediately adapted into a film.

Both novel and film tell a simple story about a young magistrate, Guido Schiavi, who is posted to a remote town deep in the arid badlands of the Sicilian interior. In this lawless place, the mafia rules unchecked, and runs a protection racket over the estate of the local landowner. When bandits kill one of the landowner’s men, capomafia Turi Passalacqua hunts them down: the bandits are trussed up and tossed into a dried-up well, or simply shotgunned in the back in a mountain gully.

The young magistrate investigates this series of slayings, but he is frozen out by the terrified townspeople. When the courageous Schiavi confronts capomafia Turi Passalacqua on his white mare, he resists the boss’s attempts to win him over to the mafia’s way of thinking (the scene with which I began this chapter). 

Eventually, Schiavi narrowly survives an assassination attempt. Resigned to defeat, he decides to abandon his post and return to the Sicilian capital, Palermo. But just as he is about to board the train to safety, he learns that his only friend in town, an honest seventeen-year-old boy called Paolino, has been murdered by a renegade mafioso. Indignant and distraught, Schiavi strides back into town. He rings the church bells to summon the whole population into the piazza for a do-or-die engagement. The state and the mafia are set to have their high noon – in what turns into perhaps the most bizarre climactic scene in the long history of gangster movies.

The church bell clangs out a continuous, urgent summons across the dust of the piazza, over the sun-weathered rooftops, and out into the surrounding fields. We are shown the unemployed sulphur miners, sitting and dozing in a line at the kerb, who raise their heads to listen. The camera then cuts to the women, young and old, who come out into the street wrapped in their black shawls; and then to the elegant club where the mayor and his cronies forget their game of baccarat and turn towards the source of the alarm.

Without discussion, everyone ups and walks towards the bells. The mule drivers scarcely pause to tether their beasts. Labourers drop their mattocks in the furrows. Soon streams of people are converging on the piazza. Led by Turi Passalacqua on his white mare, even the mafiosi – accompanied as always by the rhythmical trumpets of their signature theme – gallop into town to join the crowd gathering before the church steps.

There are loud murmurs of anxious curiosity as the young magistrate Guido Schiavi emerges from the church doors. Silence falls as he begins his address:

Now that you are all here, I declare that this is a trial. Half an hour ago we found Paolino’s body, blasted by a double-barrelled shotgun. He was seventeen years old and he had never harmed anyone.

Schiavi scans the crowd as he speaks, seeking to look directly into the eyes of every person there. Then, staring with still greater intensity, the magistrate hails the group of stony-faced men on horseback.

You there, men of the mafia. And you, Turi Passalacqua. Your bloody and ferocious brand of justice only punishes those who give you offence, and only protects the men who carry out your verdicts.

At these words, one of the mafiosi levels his shotgun at the magistrate. But with a firm but gentle hand his boss pushes the barrels downwards again.

Guido Schiavi does not hesitate for an instant:

And you chose to put your brand of justice before the true law – the only law that allows us to live alongside our neighbours without tearing one another to pieces like wild beasts.

Isn’t that true, massaro Passalacqua? 

Everyone in the piazza cranes to see how the capomafia will react to this breathtaking challenge. A subtle change in his expression shows that he is troubled: his habitual composure is gone, replaced by solemnity. Silhouetted once more against the sky, Turi Passalacqua begins to make a speech of history-making gravity:

Those were tough words, magistrate. Until now, no one had ever spoken such tough words to us.

But I say that your words were also just. My people and I did not come into town today to listen to your speech … But listening to you made me think of my son, and made me think that I would be proud to hear him talk in that way.

So I say to my friends that in this town the time has come to change course and go back within the law. Perhaps everyone here did kill Paolino. But only one person pulled the trigger. So I hereby hand him over to you so that he may be judged according to the state’s law.

He turns and, with a mere flick of his head, gives the order to his crew. Amid clattering hooves, the Men of Honour corner the murderer before he can run away: it is the renegade mafioso, Francesco Messana.

The magistrate advances, flanked by two Carabinieri: ‘Francesco Messana, you are under arrest, in the name of the law.’

The murderer is led away. The magistrate then turns, and with a look of glowing appreciation, gazes up towards the mafia boss to utter the film’s final words:

In the name of the law!

And with that we cut to yet another shot of Turi Passalacqua silhouetted against the sky. His serenity has returned, and the suggestion of a smile plays on his lips. The mafia cavalcade music rises yet again. As the credits begin to roll, the boss turns his white mare to lead the mafiosi in their heroic gallop towards the sunset.

Mafiosi are not criminals, In the Name of the Law tells us. Turi Passalacqua is a man devoted to living by a code of honour that, in its own primitive way, is as admirable a law as the one magistrate Guido Schiavi is trying to uphold. If only mafiosi like him are addressed in the appropriately firm tone of voice, they will become bringers of peace and order. The mafia finds its true calling at the end of the film, the best way to live out its deeply held values: it becomes an auxiliary police force. If Sicily were really Arizona, and In the Name of the Law were really a cowboy film, then we would not know which of the two men should wear the sheriff’s badge.

In the Name of the Law is not about the mafia; rather it is mafia propaganda, a cunning and stylish variant of the kind of ‘lying garbage’ upon which Giuseppe Guido Lo Schiavo had poured vitriol in the 1930s. In the 1940s, each day of chaos in Sicily was adding to a mountain of proof that mafiosi were anything but friends to the rule of law. Yet this was precisely the time that Lo Schiavo’s views on the mafia underwent an astonishing reversal. Lo Schiavo became a convert to the mafia’s lies.

Now, anyone inclined to be generous to Giuseppe Guido Lo Schiavo might suppose that Pietro Germi’s movie had twisted the meaning of the magistrate’s novel by grafting a happy Hollywood ending onto a grimmer Sicilian tale. And it is certainly true that, in 1948, it would have been tough to create a genuinely realistic portrayal of the mafia. Rumours circulated during production that, when director Pietro Germi first arrived in Sicily, he was approached by several senior mafiosi who would not allow him to begin work until they had approved the screenplay. After the movie’s release, during a press conference, a young Sicilian man in the audience argued with Germi about how true to life the Men of Honour in the film were: was the director not aware that the real mafia had killed dozens of people? Germi could only give a lame reply, ‘So did you expect me to meet the same end?’

But the local difficulties that Germi faced in Sicily actually do nothing to excuse Giuseppe Guido Lo Schiavo. Indeed, his novel is even more pro-mafia than In the Name of the Law. In Lo Schiavo’s tale, mafia boss Turi Passalacqua is ‘the very personification of wisdom, prudence and calm … pot-bellied, shaven-headed and smiling like a benevolent Buddha’.

The conclusion is unavoidable: a magistrate who was a scourge of the mafia in the early 1930s was, by the mid-1940s, an enthusiastic mouthpiece for mystifications that could easily have been voiced by the mafia’s slyest advocates. Once Giuseppe Guido Lo Schiavo had been scornful about the way ‘literature and drama glorified the figure of the mafioso’. Now he was himself writing fiction that did precisely that. 

But why? What caused Lo Schiavo to upend his views so shamelessly?

Lo Schiavo was a conservative whose political sympathies had made him a supporter of Mussolini’s regime in the 1920s and 1930s. After the Liberation, his conservatism turned him into a friend of the most murderous criminals on the island. The magistrate-novelist’s bizarre rewriting of the mafia records in Local Prosecutor’s Office testified to an unspoken and profoundly cynical belief: better the mafia than the Communists. This simple axiom was enough to drive Lo Schiavo to forget his own hard-won knowledge about Sicily’s ‘criminal system’, and to relinquish the faith in the rule of law that was the grounding ethos of his calling as a magistrate.

Turi Passalacqua, the heroic bandit chieftain of In the Name of the Law, was laughably unrealistic. But, in a peculiarly Sicilian paradox, he was also horribly true to life. In the Name of the Law may have been a cinematic fantasy, but it nonetheless glorified a very real deal between the mafia and the state in the founding years of the Italian Republic.

Sicily is a land of strange alliances: between the landed aristocracy and gangland in the Separatist movement, for example. And once Separatism had gone into decline, the political and criminal pressures of 1946–8 created a still stranger convergence of interests: between conservatives, the mafia and the police. It is that alliance which is celebrated by In the Name of the Law, through the fictional figure of mafia boss Turi Passalacqua, sermonising from the saddle of his thoroughbred white mare.

In 1946, the police and Carabinieri were warning the government in Rome that they would need high-level support to defeat the mafia, because the mafia itself had so many friends among the Sicilian elite – friends it helped at election time by hustling votes. But these warnings were ignored. It may have been that conservative politicians in Rome were daunted by the prospect of taking on the ruling class of an island whose loyalty to Italy was questionable, but whose conservatism was beyond doubt. Or more cynically still, they may have reasoned that the mafia’s ground-level terror campaign against the left-wing peasant movement was actually rather useful. So they told the police and Carabinieri in Sicily to forget the mafia (to forget the real cause of the crime emergency, in other words) and put the fight against banditry at the top of their agenda.

The police knew that to fight banditry they would need help – help from mafiosi prepared to supply inside information on the movement of the bands. For their part, mafiosi appreciated that farming bandits was not a long-term business. So when outlaws outlived their usefulness, mafiosi would betray them to the law in order to win friends in high places. Italian ‘mafiologists’ have a word for this traditional arrangement between the police and the mafia: they call it ‘co-managing’ crime.

Through numerous occult channels, the help from the mafia that the police needed was soon forthcoming. In the latter months of 1946, the bandits who had made Sicily so lawless since the Allied invasion in 1943 were rapidly eliminated. Until this point, police patrols had ranged across the wilds of western Sicily without ever catching a bandit gang. Now they mysteriously stumbled across their targets and killed or captured them. More frequently outlaw chiefs would be served up already dead. Just like the bandits of In the Name of the Law, they would be trussed up and tossed into a dried-up well, or simply shotgunned in the back in a mountain gully.

So at the dawning of Italy’s democracy, the mafia was exactly what it had always been. It was exactly what the anti-mafia magistrate Giuseppe Guido Lo Schiavo, the US Army Intelligence officer Captain William Everett Scotten, and any number of police and Carabinieri had described it as: a secret society of murderous criminals bent on getting rich by illegal means, a force for murder, arson, kidnapping and mayhem.

Yet at the same time, give or take a little literary licence, the mafia was also exactly what the novelist Giuseppe Guido Lo Schiavo and the film director Pietro Germi portrayed it as: an auxiliary police force, and a preserver of the political status quo on a troubled island. Without ceasing to be the leaders of a ‘criminal system’, the smartest mafia bosses were dressing up in the costume that conservatives wanted them to wear. Hoisting themselves into the saddles of their imaginary white mares, mafiosi were slaughtering bandits who had become politically inconvenient, or cutting down peasant militants who refused to understand the way things worked on Sicily. And of course, most of the mafia’s post-war political murders went unsolved – with the aid of the law.
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The Cold War’s first major electoral battle in Italy was the general election of 18 April 1948. One notorious election poster displayed the faces of Spencer Tracy, Rita Hayworth, Clark Gable, Gary Cooper and Tyrone Power, and proclaimed that ‘Hollywood’s stars are lining up against Communism’. But it was predominantly the Marshall Plan – America’s huge programme of economic aid for Italy – that ensured that the Partito Comunista Italiano and its allies were defeated. The PCI remained in opposition in parliament; it would stay there for another half a century. The election’s victors, the Christian Democrats (Democrazia Cristiana, DC), went into government – where they too would stay for the next half a century. Like trenches hacked into tundra, the battle-lines of Cold War Italian politics were now frozen in place.

A few weeks after that epoch-making general election, the most senior law enforcement officer in Sicily reported that, ‘The mafia has never been as powerful and organised as it is today.’ Nobody took any notice.

The Communist Party and their allies were the only ones not prepared to forget. In Rome, they did their best to denounce the Christian Democrat tolerance for the mafia in Sicily. Left-wing MPs pointed out how DC politicians bestowed favours on mafia bosses, and used them as electoral agents. Such protests would continue for the next forty years. But the PCI never had the support to form a government; it was unelectable, and therefore impotent. In June 1949, just a few weeks after In the Name of the Law was released in Italian cinemas, Interior Minister Mario Scelba addressed the Senate. Scelba had access to all that the police knew about the mafia in Sicily. But he scoffed at Communist concerns about organised crime, and gave a homespun lecture about what mafia really meant to Sicilians like him: 

If a buxom girl walks past, a Sicilian will tell you that she is a mafiosa girl. If a boy is advanced for his age, a Sicilian will tell you that he is mafioso. People talk about the mafia flavoured with every possible sauce, and it seems to me that they are exaggerating.

What Scelba meant was that the mafia, or better the typically Sicilian quality known as ‘mafiosity’, was as much a part of the island’s life as cannoli and cassata – and just as harmless. The world should just forget about this mafia thing, whatever it was, and busy itself with more serious problems.

For over forty years after the establishment of the Republic, Scelba’s party, the DC, provided the mafias with their most reliable political friends. But the DC was by no means a mere mafia front. In fact it was a huge and hybrid political beast. Its supporters included northerners and southerners, cardinals and capitalists, civil servants and shopkeepers, bankers and peasant families whose entire wealth was a little plot of land. All that this heterogeneous electorate had in common was a fear of Communism.

In Sicily and the South, the DC encountered a class of political leader who had dominated politics since long before Fascism: the grandees. The typical southern grandee was a landowner or lawyer who was often personally wealthy, but invariably richer still in contacts with the Church and government. Patronage was the method: converting public resources (salaries, contracts, state credit, licences … or just help in cutting through the dense undergrowth of regulations) into private booty to be handed out to a train of family and followers. Through patronage, the grandees digested the anonymous structures of government and span them out into a web of favours. Mafiosi were the grandees’ natural allies. The best that can be said of the DC’s relationship with the mafias is that the party was too fragmented and faction-ridden to ever confront and isolate the grandees.

Under Fascism, as on many previous occasions, police and magistrates had painstakingly assembled a photofit of the mafia organisation, the ‘criminal system’. Now, in the era of the Cold War and the Christian Democrats, that picture was broken up and reassembled to compose the Buddha-like features of Turi Passalacqua. Better the mafia than the Communists. Better the Hollywood cowboy fantasy land of In the Name of the Law than a serious attempt to understand and tackle the island’s criminal system of which many of the governing party’s key supporters were an integral part.
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Thanks to the success of In the Name of the Law, and to his prestigious career as a magistrate, Giuseppe Guido Lo Schiavo went on to become Italy’s leading mafia pundit in the 1950s. He never missed an opportunity to restate the same convenient falsehoods that he had first articulated in his novel. More worryingly still, he became a lecturer in law at the Carabinieri training school, the chairman of the national board of film censorship, and a Supreme Court judge.

In 1954 Lo Schiavo even wrote a glowing commemoration of the venerable capomafia don Calogero Vizzini, who had just passed away peacefully in his home town of Villalba. Vizzini had been a protagonist in every twist and turn of the mafia’s history in the dramatic years following the Liberation. By 1943, when he was proclaimed mayor of Villalba under AMGOT, the then sixty-six-year-old boss had already had a long career as an extortionist, cattle-rustler, black-marketeer and sulphur entrepreneur. In September of the following year, Vizzini’s men caused a national sensation by throwing hand grenades at a Communist leader who had come to Villalba to give a speech. Vizzini was a leader of the Separatist movement. But when Separatism’s star waned, he joined the Christian Democrats. The old man’s grand funeral, in July 1954, was attended by mafia bosses from across the island. 

Giuseppe Guido Lo Schiavo took Calogero Vizzini’s death as a chance to reiterate his customary flummery about the mafia. But intriguingly, he also revealed that, one Sunday in Rome in 1952, the fat old boss had paid a visit to his house. He vividly recalled opening the door to his guest and being struck by a pair of ‘razor-sharp, magnetic’ eyes. The magistrate issued a polite but nervy welcome: ‘Commendatore Vizzini, my name is—’

‘For you, I am not commendatore,’ came the reply, as Vizzini waddled into the book-lined study and lowered his meaty frame onto the sofa. ‘Call me Uncle Calò.’

Uncle Calò’s tone was firm, but his manner open-hearted. He praised Lo Schiavo as a man of the law who had played hard but fair. The two men shook hands as a sign of mutual respect. Lo Schiavo tells us that, as he gazed at Uncle Calò, he was reminded of a picture from the past, from his first years as an anti-mafia magistrate in Sicily, when he first met a corpulent old mafia boss who always rode a white mare. He concluded his memories of Uncle Calò with good wishes for his successor within the mafia: ‘May his efforts be directed along the path of respect for the state’s laws, and of social improvement for all.’

Lo Schiavo’s account of the conversation between himself and don Calogero Vizzini is as fictional as any of his novels. But the meeting itself really happened. The reason for Uncle Calò’s visit was that he was caught up in a series of trials for the hand-grenade attack back in 1944. Only three days earlier, the Supreme Court had issued a guilty verdict against him. But the legal process was due to run on for a long time yet, and Uncle Calò knew that he would almost certainly die before he saw the inside of a jail. The real reason that he called in on Lo Schiavo may simply have been to say thank you. For the celebrated magistrate-novelist was involved in presenting the prosecution evidence at the Supreme Court. The suspicion lingers that, behind the scenes, he gave the mafia boss a helping hand with his case.

In today’s Italy, if any magistrate received a social call from a crime boss he would immediately be placed under investigation. But in the conservative world of Christian Democrat Italy, affairs between the Sicilian mafia and magistrates were conducted in a more friendly way. The state and the mafia formed a partnership, in the name of the law.





Calabria: The last romantic bandit


The Calabrian mafia, like the Sicilian mafia, was a sworn secret society, modelled on the Freemasons. It shared some of the same criminal jargon as the Sicilian mafia – omertà, honour, and the like – and its affiliates engaged in the same day-to-day activities of extortion and smuggling. However, the two mafias were not directly related, and were far from identical: they had a different structure, different rituals and a different terminology. In Calabria, for example, bosses were known as capibastone – ‘chief cudgels’. The Calabrian mafia was also born later than the Sicilian mafia, and came from humbler origins: it emerged from within the prison system in the 1880s to colonise the brothels and taverns. It surfaced first in Reggio Calabria, and in the agricultural towns of the region’s thin coastal strip. Soon afterwards, it spread up into the mountains that occupy much of southern Calabria.

Quickly after it emerged, the Calabrian mafia set up cattle-rustling networks and protection rackets. Criminal fortunes began to accumulate. Political friends were won. And the police were persuaded to leave the bosses unmolested in return for information on petty delinquents. Successive governments in Rome did little to rectify the situation, because they relied on the support of Calabrian delegates when it came to building coalitions in parliament. The mafia became a facet of Calabria’s ruling class.

Just as in Sicily, Fascism launched a campaign of repression against the mafia in Calabria. There were hundreds and hundreds of arrests. In one of many important trials, held in 1932, ninety defendants stood accused of membership of ‘The Montalbano Honoured Family’ – one of several titles, like the ‘Honoured Society’, or the ‘Society of the Buckle’, that the Calabrian mafia adopted at the time. (The name would change again: it was not until 1955 that the Calabrian mafia acquired the name ’ndrangheta that it bears today.)

Investigators in the 1932 case discovered that the organisation was divided into local cells or ’ndrine (the word may well come from malandrina, the term for the section of a prison reserved for gangsters). Unlike the Families of the Sicilian mafia, these Calabrian cells had a double structure: for greater secrecy, the senior members belonged to the so-called ‘Major Society’, while the ‘Minor Society’ comprised the less trustworthy recruits who were obliged to give ‘absolute obedience to their ranking superiors’. Documentation from the trial paints an alarming picture of how the ’ndrangheta’s internal discipline enabled it to infiltrate all corners of Calabrian life.

That is how the mafia interfered in every imaginable issue – even, when one of the affiliates decided he had an interest, in the meanest squabbles within families that had nothing to do with the organisation. Government contracts, state construction projects, public bureaucracy: the organisation intruded into them all. Elections were a particular target. The most powerful campaigning weapon, and the surest path to victory at the polls, was this sect of bullying and rigorously disciplined felons.

Investigators in the 1932 case believed that the Calabrian mafia even had its own governing body, known as the Criminale, which intervened to settle disputes within the various ’ndrine across the province of Reggio Calabria. On one occasion, during the First World War, the Criminale intervened in the affairs of the Santo Stefano ’ndrina when two members of the sect were at loggerheads because both were engaged to marry the same woman. This was no criminal soap opera. There was nothing petty or comical in the dispute. By this time in its history, the Honoured Society of Calabria had learned just how politically important marriage was. By ceasing to make money from pimping, and settling down instead, mafiosi could found criminal dynasties and pass illegally acquired wealth down to their sons; they could make alliances within the organisation, or broker peace deals with bitter rivals. These were lessons that Sicilian mobsters had learned generations earlier. Now, in Calabria, mafia marriages were becoming as big a deal as they had long been in Sicily.

So the ’ndrangheta was no mere gang: like the Sicilian mafia, it was parallel government, a parasitical creeper that had wound itself so thoroughly around the branches of the state that it now formed a more solid structure than the tree off which it fed. Just as in Sicily, Fascism’s enthusiasm for the task of taking on the mafia in Calabria could not be maintained. The party, like every other authority in the province of Reggio Calabria, was infiltrated and hollowed out. In the end, it proved much simpler to just pretend the problem had been dealt with, and to ban all mention of the mob in the press.

When the Second World War came, it largely bypassed Calabria. The Axis mounted only a token resistance, and the region was lightly garrisoned by the Allies after the Liberation. The local mafia was heavily involved in the black market. But few seemed to notice. Senior AMGOT officials were unaware that the Calabria mafia even existed.
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When it came to organised crime, post-war Italy’s amnesia was as deep and complex as the country’s geology: its layers were the accumulated deposits of incompetence and negligence; the pressures of collusion and political cynicism sculpted its elaborate folds. By the time the Second World War ended, this geology of forgetfulness had created one of its most striking formations in Calabria.

In 1945, Italy’s best-loved criminal lunatic returned to the land where he had made his name. Aged seventy, and now deemed harmless, Giuseppe Musolino was transferred from a penal asylum in the north to a civil psychiatric hospital way down south in Calabria.

Musolino’s new home was an infernal place. Although it was a Fascist-era building, it was already crumbling by the time the Fascist dictator’s battered corpse was swinging by its heels from the gantry of a Milanese petrol station. Bare, unsanitary and overcrowded, the psychiatric hospital’s rooms and corridors echoed with the gibbering and shrieking of afflicted souls. But in the late 1940s and early 1950s, before today’s encrustation of motorways and jerry-built apartments had sprouted around the Calabrian coast, the hospital did at least afford a lovely panorama: before it, the view down to the city of Reggio Calabria, across the Straits of Messina, and over towards Sicily; behind it, the wooded shoulders of Aspromonte – the ‘harsh mountain’ that had once been Musolino’s realm.

The new arrival attracted a great deal more attention and sympathy than the other patients. He was, after all, one of the most famous Calabrians alive. ‘Don Peppino’, the doctors and nurses all called him, combining a respectful title and a fond nickname. Despite his mind’s desolation, his frail body did its best to live up to this lingering aura. Musolino was thin, but unbowed by decades of incarceration. His scraggy beard stood out strikingly white against the olive darkness of his skin, making him look part Athenian philosopher and part faun, as one journalist noted. An actress drawn to visit the hospital was struck breathless by his resemblance to Luigi Pirandello, the great Sicilian dramatist, whose tales of masks and madness had earned him a Nobel Prize.

Musolino’s own madness bore the blundering labels of mid-twentieth century psychiatry: ‘progressive chronic interpretative delirium’ and ‘pompous paranoia’. He thought he was the Emperor of the Universe. He spent most of his day outside, smoking, reading, and contemplating the shadow of the cypress trees in the nearby cemetery. Yet when he found anyone with the patience to talk, he would grasp the chance to expound the hierarchy over which he presided: from the kings, queens and princes enthroned at his feet, to the cops and stoolies who grovelled far below.

Don Peppino had an obsessive loathing of cops and stoolies. And somehow, when he spoke to visitors, that very loathing often became a pathway to the corners of his mind that were still lucid. ‘Bandits have to kill,’ he would concede, ‘but they must be honourable.’ For Musolino, honour meant vendetta: all the crimes that had led to his imprisonment had been carried out to avenge the wrong he had endured at the hands of the police and their informers. Even in his insanity, he prized honesty above all: he would proudly point out that he had never denied any of his murders. After all, the victims were only cops and stoolies.

The newspapermen who made the long journey to the mental hospital in Reggio relished the chance to delve into the past and fill the gaps in don Peppino’s fragmented memory for their readers. Born the son of a woodcutter in Santo Stefano d’Aspromonte in 1876, he was convicted at the age of twenty-two of attempting to murder his fellow villager Vincenzo Zoccali. From the dock, when he heard the judge issue a harsh twenty-one-year sentence, Musolino vowed to eat Zoccali’s liver. In January of 1899, he hacked a hole in the wall of his jail, shinned down a rope of knotted bed sheets, and headed up into the Aspromonte massif. Musolino then spent two and a half years as a renegade. He killed seven people and tried to kill six more, all the while proclaiming that he had been framed in the Zoccali case. The longer he evaded capture, the more his reputation grew: he came to be seen as a brigand avenger, a wronged hero of the oppressed peasantry. Even those who found his ferocity distasteful, saw in him a symbol of desperate resistance to a heartless state. In the press, Musolino was crowned the ‘King of Aspromonte’.

And this was the role that Musolino would continue to play when, after his capture in the autumn of 1901, the world’s press gathered to watch him face justice. He confessed to the offences he committed in the mountains. His only care was to prove that he was innocent of the attempted murder of Vincenzo Zoccali for which he had originally been imprisoned. As a defence strategy, this was hopeless: no one was surprised when he received a life term. But Musolino’s performance in court was guaranteed to add lustre to the King of Aspromonte legend.

At some point during the brutal years of solitary confinement that ensued, Musolino lost his mind. The state had inflicted yet more sorrow on the poor woodcutter’s son, and his tragic stature was thrown into starker relief.

Then, in 1936, a Calabrian-born emigrant to the United States made a deathbed confession: it was he, and not Musolino, who had shot at Vincenzo Zoccali all those years ago. The King of Aspromonte had stuck heroically to the same story from the start of his murderous rampage, during his trial, and even through his descent into insanity. Now that story had been proved right. 

Perhaps it is no wonder that the psychiatrist in Reggio Calabria was so angry on his behalf. ‘Was Musolino antisocial?’ he asked in one newspaper interview. ‘Or was it society that forced him to become what he became?’

Don Peppino received many presents. The most generous – food, clothes and dollars – came from Calabrians who had emigrated to America and made it big. Occasionally, he was even allowed day release – when a sentimental Italian-American businessman in a fedora and pinstriped suit turned up to take the old bandit out on a motor tour of the mountain.

Looking back now, one has to suspect that the Americans who came to pay homage to Giuseppe Musolino knew the truth. He was no lone bandit hero: he was a member of the Calabrian mafia. The branch in Santo Stefano d’Aspromonte was founded by his father and uncle in the early 1890s. All the crimes Musolino committed were mafia business, in one way or another. Even the attempted execution of Vincenzo Zoccali, in which he was undoubtedly involved (though he probably did not pull the trigger), was a deed born of the Honoured Society’s violent internal politics. Musolino was an ’ndrangheta killer.

When Musolino escaped from prison in 1899 and embarked on his murderous rampage, the King of Aspromonte fable grew up around him, relayed in song sheets and chap-books, perpetuated by folk poets and by children playing at bandits and Carabinieri in the street. By the time of his arrest in 1901, he was a national celebrity. His trial in 1902 represented an unmissable opportunity for the authorities to destroy the noble bandit myth, and for Italian public opinion to witness the growing power of Calabrian organised crime. But the opportunity was lost. The police tried to mount a prosecution against the 166 members of the mafia in Musolino’s village, but could not prevent terrified witnesses from retracting their evidence. The King of Aspromonte was left free to act out his script at his trial, and thus keep the Calabrian mafia in the shadows.

Musolino’s brother Antonio was an ’ndranghetista too. Antonio was oathed in America soon after the King of Aspromonte’s trial, and then returned to Calabria to rise through the ranks. After the First World War, Antonio was drawn into a feud with his boss that the Calabrian mafia’s governing body, the Criminale, was unable to settle. There were two attempts on his life. At that point, he broke the code of omertà and turned to the authorities to get his revenge. He was the source of all the inside knowledge about the Calabrian mafia that led to the 1932 trial I outlined above. 

Before Antonio Musolino, dozens of other Calabrian mobsters had given evidence to the authorities. (Omertà was not the iron law that the mob liked to pretend it was, either in Calabria or in Sicily.) Thousands of men were convicted of belonging to the Honoured Society over the years. But they were sent to serve short sentences back in the very same prisons where many of them had been recruited into the sect in the first place.

After 1945, with the war over, the transition to democracy under way, and the King of Aspromonte residing in Reggio Calabria mental hospital, the ’ndrangheta operated in very much the same way that it had done when he was in his murderous prime. Carabinieri ‘co-managed’ petty crime with the underworld bosses. Grandees used the mafia to round up electors, and then returned the favour by testifying in court that there was no such organisation. For successive governments, it proved easy to just bank the votes of Calabria’s mafia-backed members of parliament, and ignore the Honoured Society. Magistrates forgot all about the Criminale, the ’ndrangheta’s coordinating body. Meanwhile, just as during Giuseppe Musolino’s homicidal rampage, lazy journalists were content to churn out the King of Aspromonte fable, even now that their primary source was a crazy geriatric killer. Musolino, for his part, lived as the Emperor of the Universe, commanding interplanetary ships and deploying devices more destructive than the atomic bomb. In his psychologically damaged state, he became a metaphor for Italy’s own cognitive failure. The reasons for that failure were ultimately very simple. In southern Calabria, the conflict between Left and Right had nowhere near the explosiveness that propelled Sicily up the political agenda and created such devilish intrigues between mafiosi and men of the law. Calabria remained Italy’s poorest and most neglected region. The ’ndrangheta could be forgotten because the region it came from simply did not count. 

Cinema proved unable to resist the story of the King of Aspromonte, however. In 1950, two of Italy’s biggest stars, Amedeo Nazzari and Silvana Mangano, were cast in Il brigante Musolino. Filmed on location on Aspromonte, the movie told how Musolino was unjustly imprisoned for murder on the basis of false testimonies, and then escaped to become an outlaw hero. The film did well among the Italian community in the United States.

Giuseppe Musolino died in January 1956 aged seventy-nine. Up and down Italy, the newspapers told his story one more time, and called him ‘the last romantic bandit’.


Naples: Puppets and puppeteers


In 1930, Italy’s first great national encyclopedia, the Enciclopedia Treccani, included the following entry under Camorra:

The camorra was an association of lower class men, who used extortion to force the vice-ridden and the cowardly to surrender tribute. Its branches spread through the old Kingdom of Naples; it had laws and customs, a rigidly organised hierarchy, specific obligations and duties, and a jargon and court system of its own … Moral education and environmental improvements succeeded, in the end, in destroying the camorra … Only the word remains today, to indicate abuses or acts of bullying.

The camorra was dead: for once, this proud claim had a strong basis in truth rather than in the propaganda needs of the Fascist regime. The Honoured Society of Naples, the old camorra’s official name, was an oath-bound secret society of murderers, extortionists and smugglers like the Sicilian and Calabrian mafias. Like them, it was modelled on the Freemasons, spoke the language of honour and omertà, and was born amid political and economic turbulence in the middle of the nineteenth century. But the camorra was very much the poor relation. Whereas Sicilian mafiosi graduated from the wealthy lemon groves of the Palermo hinterland and quickly found friends among the aristocracy and magistracy, Neapolitan camorristi bullied their way out of the prisons, brothels and slums. Whereas Calabria’s gangsters climbed the social ladder until they merged with the state, camorristi in Naples never quite left the alleys behind. Unable to call on the kind of political protection that the mafias of Sicily and Calabria could boast, the camorra was vulnerable. By the time the First World War broke out, the Honoured Society of Naples had collapsed. 

In Naples in the late 1940s, one of the few places where the word ‘camorra’ was regularly used was in a tiny theatre, the San Carlino. Its entrance was hard to find: a doorway hidden among the bookstalls that crowded about the Porta San Gennaro. Inside, the auditorium could barely contain seven dilapidated benches. The stage was only just wider than the upright piano standing before it. This was the last poky outpost of a beleaguered art form for the illiterate: the only remaining puppet playhouse in the city.

Puppet theatre had been popular in Sicily and southern Italy for more than a century. Its stock stories told of chivalry and treachery among Charlemagne’s knights as they battled against their Saracen foes. The marionettes, in tin armour and with bright red lips, would speechify endlessly about honour and betrayal, and then launch into a wobbly dance that signified mortal combat.

In Naples, the puppet theatres had another speciality too: tales of chivalry and treachery set in the world of the Honoured Society. Indeed, if the San Carlino was still holding out against the cinemas, it was largely because of the enduring appeal of camorra dramas. Outside, badly printed posters proclaimed the dramatic delights on offer:

TONIGHT
THE DEATH OF PEPPE AVERZANO THE WISE GUY.
WITH REAL BLOOD

Inside, the audience was integral to the spectacle. The loud cries of ‘Traitor!’ and ‘Watch out!’ from the stalls could as well have been written into the script. The punters knowledgeably applauded the knife-fighting skills of some camorristi, and angrily denounced the cowardly tricks of others: ‘You should be ashamed of yourself! Ten against one!’ The plots were repetitive: camorristi taking blood oaths, or fighting dagger duels, or saving marionette maidens from dishonour. The dramatic pay-off was always the same: good versus evil, the surge of righteous indignation versus the prurient thrill of violence. When the action was particularly moving, the San Carlino rocked and creaked like a railway carriage trundling over points.

Everyone knew the camorra heroes’ names: the gentleman gangster, don Teofilo Sperino, and the mighty boss Ciccio Cappuccio (‘Little Lord Frankie’); the devious Nicola Jossa, endlessly pitting his wits against the greatest camorrista of them all, Salvatore De Crescenzo. All of these puppet heroes and villains had once been real gangsters rather than gaudily painted puppets. Genuine episodes of nineteenth-century camorra history were reimagined on the stage of the San Carlino. The ‘real blood’ that spurted from the puppet’s chest at the dramatic conclusion of the piece was in fact a bladder full of aniline dye. And whereas the good-guy camorristi would be given bright red gore, the bad guys bled a much darker shade, almost black. 

Outside the San Carlino, in the bomb-ravaged streets of Naples, the real Honoured Society had not been seen for over thirty years. There were still a few old camorristi around. The most notorious of them was a familiar and pitiful sight, who recalled both the old camorra and the strange story of its demise. 

Gennaro Abbatemaggio was a tubby little old man, almost bald. At first glance he seemed well turned out in a suit and open-necked shirt, or in a dark turtle-neck, sports jacket and sunglasses. But the threadbare tailoring fooled no one who saw him up close. For don Gennaro, as journalists called him with ironic reverence, was all but indigent. He lived hand-to-mouth, on petty theft and scams. No one would have cared about his fortunes – but for the fact that he was a living relic of a once fearsome criminal power.

In 1911, Gennaro Abbatemaggio was an initiated affiliate of the Stella chapter of the Honoured Society. But he betrayed his criminal comrades to become the star witness in the most sensational mob trial of the day. Newspapers and newsreels made his face known to millions across the world. During sixteen exhausting months of hearings, Abbatemaggio explained the camorra’s rituals, ranks and methods, and furnished highly detailed evidence about the bloody crimes ordered by its leaders. His testimony led to dozens of convictions. Abbatemaggio struck a blow from which the Honoured Society never recovered. On the eve of the First World War, news filtered up from the underworld that the Neapolitan camorra had been formally disbanded.

In 1927, Abbatemaggio hit the headlines once more when he announced that he had made all of his evidence up on the orders of the Carabinieri. To this day, it is still uncertain just how much of his testimony was falsified. Nevertheless, as a result of this startling retraction, the camorristi convicted in the 1911 trial were released. But by this time, the Honoured Society of Naples was too far gone to be revived.

After the Second World War, Abbatemaggio did everything he could to keep himself in the limelight – at least he did when he was not in prison. In 1949 he staged a suicide attempt, and a conversion to religious faith; he later gave interviews on the steps of the Roman church where he was due to receive his First Holy Communion. When religion failed, he tried show business. But his repeated efforts to get his own story turned into celluloid came to nothing. In 1952 he had to be content with being snapped with the stars at the premiere of The City Stands Trial, a 1952 film retelling the story of the 1911 case that had destroyed the Honoured Society.

Shut out of the cinema, Abbatemaggio’s last resort was to try and revive his moment of glory. He claimed to have sensational revelations about one of the biggest murder mysteries of 1953: the death of a Roman girl, Wilma Montesi. But it soon emerged that the old stool pigeon was at it again. He was arrested and tried for false testimony. Thereafter, he was seen begging. The press began to ignore him. 

So if the word ‘camorra’ was used in post-war Naples, it was only to evoke its memory with the same mixture of amusement and pity that was conjured up by newspaper stories about the puppet theatre or Gennaro Abbatemaggio.

Today, more than half a century after Abbatemaggio’s death, ‘camorra’ has changed its meaning. In the decades since the end of the Second World War, the camorra has re-emerged and adopted a new identity; it has become stronger and more insidious than ever. It is no longer an Honoured Society – a single sect of criminals with its initiation rituals, its formalised dagger duels, its ranks and rules. Today camorrista means an affiliate of one of many structured, but frequently unstable, gangster syndicates. The camorra is not just one secret society like the mafias of Sicily and Calabria, therefore. Rather it is a vast and constantly shifting map of gangs ruling different territories in Naples and the Campania region. Like the Honoured Society of old, these organisations run protection rackets and trafficking operations. But – at least when things are going well for them – they are far more successful than the old Honoured Society ever was at infiltrating the state institutions, politics and the economy.

To the audiences at the San Carlino in the late 1940s, such a future incarnation of the camorra would have seemed a highly unlikely prospect. Hoodlums were certainly active in Naples in the post-war years. But they were much less powerful than they are today – or indeed than they were in Sicily or Calabria at the time. Naples could not manage anything like the great Sicilian ruling-class conspiracy of silence about the mafia. There was no Neapolitan equivalent of a senior magistrate like Giuseppe Guido Lo Schiavo, who was prepared, in the teeth of everything he knew, to deny the mafia’s very existence. And the great and troubled city of Naples was far from politically invisible in the way the towns and villages of Calabria were.

However, under closer examination, the hoodlums of post-war Naples do turn out to be the progenitors of today’s Kalashnikov-wielding, cocaine-smuggling, suit-wearing camorristi. The seeds of the camorra’s future revival had already been planted. Indeed, there was already something menacing there in the city’s underworld – something that made it abundantly clear that the camorra was not as dead as all the encyclopedias claimed. A careful look at Neapolitan gangland in the 1940s and early 1950s also shows that Italy in general, and Naples in particular, had a guilty conscience when it came to organised crime. This was a city that refused to use the ‘c’ word (unless it was talking about the past, of course – about the San Carlino theatre or Gennaro Abbatemaggio). In short, Naples had both its own distinctive mobsters, and its own characteristic style of forgetting that they were there. 

Stereotypes were the most powerful way to forget about the camorra. Naples is Italy’s hardest city to decipher. Countless visitors have been lured into judging it by appearances, because those appearances are so obvious and so diverting. For hundreds of years, Europe has found the sunlit spectacle of Neapolitan street life irresistible. Here was a place where squalor seemed to come in colour, and sweet music to emerge miraculously from a constant din. The poor of the city had the reputation of using any shabby trick, putting on any demeaning act, in order to fill their bellies and live a life of dolce far niente (‘sweet idleness’). The reason Gennaro Abbatemaggio appeared in the papers so often in the late 1940s was not just because he had destroyed the Honoured Society; it was also because, with his tragicomic ducking and diving, he seemed like a personification of everybody’s archetypal Neapolitan. The San Carlino attracted attention because it too seemed peculiar and typical of the city. The Neapolitan poor were viewed as imps living in paradise: mischievous, sentimental, naïve, and endlessly inventive to the point of being unabashed about playing up to all the stereotypes about them. Before the war, Neapolitan urchins would charge a fee to foreigners who wanted to photograph them eating spaghetti with their hands, as a century and more of stereotypes dictated that they should. 

The post-war generation also had its travellers keen to revive these commonplaces. The simple trick was to show a city encapsulated only in what first met the eye in the poor neighbourhoods like Forcella or Pignasecca. A city of beggars and pedlars, where from every windowsill or doorway, from orange boxes or trays, somebody would be trying to sell you something: chestnuts, or fragments of fried fish, or single cigarettes, or prickly pears, or taralli (pretzels). Poor Naples was an open-air bazaar where barbers and tailors plied their trade out in the street, and where passers-by could look in at the single-family sweatshops making shoes or gloves.

Foreigners were not the only ones responsible for rehashing the old clichés: there were always professional Neapolitans prepared to chip in too. One such was Giuseppe Marotta. He knew precisely how hard life in Naples could be: he and his two sisters had been brought up by a seamstress in one of the notorious bassi – the one-room apartments that opened directly onto the street. In 1926 he went north to become a writer in Italy’s industrial and literary capital, Milan. By the late 1940s, after years of hack-work, he had made it: he was a regular newspaper columnist, and the man to whom editors turned when they wanted a colourful piece on some aspect of Neapolitan life. 

In the stereotypical Naples that Marotta served up for his readers, lawlessness was not really crime, it was a part of the urban spectacle. Here pickpockets and endlessly inventive rip-off artists expressed a picturesque form of dishonesty – one that grew from hardship and not malice. There was something both creative and endearing about crime here. The poor of Naples could steal your heart as easily as lift your wallet.

In one article from 1953, Marotta marvelled at the agility of the correntisti – daring, agile young crooks who would swing themselves up onto the back of a passing lorry so as to offload the contents as it rumbled along. This type of crime was known in the alleys as la corrente (‘the stream’) because of the fluidity of the whole operation. A good correntista, Marotta remarked, needed a freakish range of skills:

The legs of a star centre forward, the eye of a sailor, the ear of a redskin, the velvet touch of a bishop, and the iron grip of a weightlifter – as well as hooked feet, rubber ribs, and the balance of a jockey. And to coordinate it all, the brain of the conductor Arturo Toscanini.

Marotta also smirked indulgently at the teetering pyramids of stolen tin cans that were the fruits of the corrente.

The truth that Marotta’s stereotypes concealed was that criminal power was a threatening presence in Naples. The poor, the very inhabitants of those alleys who so charmed onlookers, were often its first victims, as one revealing episode from the everyday life of Naples allows us to see.

At around 6.30, one hot summer evening in 1952, Antonio Quindici, known as ’O Grifone (the Griffon), decided to buy some mussels. He presented himself at a stall in via Alessandro Poerio, not far from the station, but he found five workers from a nearby building site in front of him. He demanded to be served first, and the mussel-seller meekly obeyed. But the builders, who were from a different part of the city, obviously did not know who they were dealing with, because they objected loudly. ’O Grifone responded by grabbing the mussel-seller’s knife and stabbing the most vocal builder twice in the heart. He then fled. He was chased by the victim’s friends, but their pursuit was blocked by a coordinated group of accomplices. ’O Grifone vanished into the side streets. His victim bled to death where he lay, leaving a wife and a baby daughter.
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