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Expand / collapse Extended Description

The Tyrrhenian Sea lies to the west of the Calabrian peninsula, and the Ionian Sea to the east. The city of Reggio Calabria overlooks the Strait of Messina, which separates Calabria from the island of Sicily to the southwest. The Aspromonte mountain range runs along the centre of the peninsula.







Author’s note


Mafiopoli, the title of this book, means a ‘society governed by the mafia’. It comes from the Italian word mafia and the Ancient Greek polis, meaning city or community. The accent is on the first o: Ma-fi-ó-po-li.


The complicated-looking word ’Ndrangheta is surprisingly easy to pronounce: dráng-get-ta. If you want to say it the way Italians do, you can ignore the n-sound at the beginning; it’s practically silent. The accent is on ‘drang’, and the g of ‘gheta’ is like the English g in the word get. Dráng-get-ta.


The apostrophe is a remnant of the a at the beginning of the Greek word andragathía, which is at the root of the name of the Calabrian mafia. Through that word, the term ’Ndrangheta refers (unsuccessfully, as it happens) to good, brave-hearted men.


For the sake of readability, I have stubbornly decided to omit the apostrophe in front of the name ’Ndrangheta in the chapters that follow. Even without an apostrophe, the Ndrangheta is already intimidating enough.





1
HOW IT ALL BEGAN


On Christmas Day 2006, a young mother named Maria was shot in the chest by bullets meant for her husband. At four-thirty in the afternoon, uninvited guests had burst in, disrupting the holiday celebrations at her in-laws’ home. Armed with a Kalashnikov, a hunting rifle and pistols, the intruders rapidly fired forty bullets at the family. Maria managed to shield her children from the rain of bullets but died from wounds to her chest. Her husband, a leader of a Ndrangheta clan in the Calabrian village of San Luca, survived.


When I arrived in Calabria four days later, I knew nothing of this family tragedy. I had left Amsterdam to live and work temporarily on a lovely hillside on the outskirts of a village. I was blissfully unaware of the Ndrangheta and surrendered myself to the scent of the fresh oranges I plucked, the warmth of woodstoves and my view of verdant mountains and radiant blue sea.


Maria Strangio’s death didn’t attract much attention in the media. Still, it was the harbinger of the moment when the Ndrangheta, or Calabrian mafia, would be suddenly thrust into the international limelight. Before that time, the international press hadn’t paid much attention to the Ndrangheta’s wrongdoings or the challenging spelling of its name. Major Italian newspapers had also ignored the Calabrian mafia, portraying it as a local band of backward hotheads. And yet, even then, the Ndrangheta was already Italy’s most powerful mafia, its influence spread worldwide.


The other, ‘classic’ Italian mafia, the Sicilian Cosa Nostra, had long been famous because of films like The Godfather. Cinephiles, however, may not have been aware of what was actually happening in Sicily as the gripping story of the Corleone family was being shot. While the tragic hero was filmed dying a natural death in the garden of his picturesque villa in a safer part of Sicily, the real mafiosi from the village of Corleone were exterminating one enemy after the other. And these enemies could be mafiosi, journalists, judges or policemen. Totò Riina, the boss of all bosses, was also from Corleone; he was responsible for hundreds of deaths and had a penchant for strangling adversaries with his bare hands. Apart from the village of his birth, Totò Riina didn’t have much in common with Don Vito Corleone, the more sophisticated fictitious godfather, save for his sagging jowls. And his friends in politics.


In 1992, two years after the release of the final instalment of the Godfather trilogy, those friends in politics disappointed Totò Riina and he wasted no time unleashing the ice-cold military violence the Sicilian Mafia was capable of under his leadership. Two courageous prosecuting magistrates, Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino, were murdered in bomb attacks. Falcone had landed at Palermo Airport one Saturday in May, and he was driving to the city with his wife and his security detail when hundreds of kilos of explosives went off in a culvert beneath the motorway. The first car, carrying three bodyguards, was catapulted into the air, killing all three instantly. Falcone’s car then collided with the wall of the massive crater the bomb had left in the road’s surface. He and his wife died in the hospital that same evening. Two months later, on a Sunday afternoon, Paolo Borsellino was ringing the doorbell at his mother’s house when he and five of his bodyguards were killed by a massive car bomb. The street was in ruins, as if it had been hit by an earthquake. News of the Cosa Nostra’s violence made the front pages of the world’s newspapers. But movies and bombings had not yet made the Ndrangheta a household name, and the Calabrian mafia quietly continued building its empire.
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THERE ARE NO MAFIOSI HERE


During my first summer in Calabria, news spread around the world that the Ndrangheta had carried out a massacre in Germany. In the middle of the night, six young men had been found riddled with bullets on the doorstep of a popular Italian restaurant in Duisburg. The media was quick to link the six murders to a vendetta between Ndrangheta families from the Calabrian village of San Luca.


The term Ndrangheta was familiar to me, but I didn’t know much other than that it was the name of the Calabrian mafia. Whenever I asked my neighbours, they’d say, ‘No, that’s not in our village. Further south, that’s where the mafia is.’ Indeed, I had noticed that San Luca, the home of both the suspects and the victims of the Duisburg massacre, was about two hours to the south along the coastal road. So why had this reprisal taken place two thousand kilometres to the north, just two hours from my home city of Amsterdam?


The murders in Germany seemed irrelevant to my neighbours in the village. Judging by their lack of interest, San Luca might have been as far away as Duisburg. I wanted to know more, but I needed patience because my limited grasp of Italian stood in the way of reading local newspapers or having meaningful conversations. At the same time, I wasn’t worried, either, because none of the people I knew seemed like mob members. They lived simple, unassuming lives.


In fact, nothing in the village seemed ominous to me, except perhaps the refrigerated vehicle that drove up the hill every Saturday, selling ice cream and frozen food – it announced its arrival with an eery music box jingle that reminded me of horror movies. Unlike many of my elderly neighbours who grew their own fruit and vegetables, I had a car and could drive down the hill to buy groceries. For me, there was no work in the area, but I wasn’t looking for a job. I could continue doing my editorial work for Dutch clients remotely. Beyond that, I adopted the local custom and minded my own business, or as they say in the vernacular, ‘Fare i cazzi tuoi’. That keeps everyone happy.


Calabrians often seem somewhat guarded with strangers, and not without reason. Throughout history, successive conquering invaders, including the Greeks, Romans, Normans, Spaniards and French, have seized power there, to say nothing of the Ottoman Empire and others circling in wait. And so, when building their villages, the Calabrians avoided the coast and headed for the hills, ensuring they could see the enemy approaching from a distance.


Fortunately, my fellow villagers loved, respected and trusted the expat family from whom I rented my cottage. When we were seen together, people associated me with them, so I was greeted warmly, and it wasn’t long before I was invited into local residents’ homes. Invitations arrived from the doctor, for instance, and his wife, who taught English at a local school. And from the lawyer, whose mother seemed intent on using her cooking talents to keep her son from ever flying the nest. And from the remarkably spry retirees who passed my cottage on their way home from their vegetable gardens or chicken coops, who sometimes gave me a couple of eggs or draped a bag full of crisp lettuce over my doorknob.


I’d never experienced such warm hospitality as in my tiny Calabrian village. At first, I was afraid that living outside the city limits might be boring, but life was far from dull. Before I knew it, I was looking after an entire family of stray dogs, making honey with a local beekeeper and watching my neighbours butchering wild boars with professional skill. Water was readily available from springs in mountains blanketed in clover and brightly coloured wildflowers. Herds of goats ambled along the steep rocky outcrops, and sheep grazed among trees that kept their leaves throughout the year. I hadn’t been prepared for such pastoral romanticism. Ndrangheta or no Ndrangheta, I immersed myself in this earthly paradise.


I had been in Calabria for about nine months when, one warm September night, something shook me out of my idyll. The entire street woke up with a start: a car was on fire. Everyone rushed out in their pyjamas to help extinguish the flames. The vehicle belonged to a young woman who worked for the municipality. She seemed shocked, but she said nothing and looked resigned. Neither the fire brigade nor the police were called.


The following day, at her kitchen table, it became clear to me that she had a pretty good idea who had set her car on fire. Everyone who applied for a building permit where she worked was subject to the same regulations. But apparently, some villagers found that unacceptable. They demanded certain privileges, and when they didn’t get their way, they threw their weight around, no matter what anyone else thought. I asked my neighbour if she planned to report the arson attack to the police. No, she said, that would only make matters worse. Instead, she was going to look for a different job because she didn’t want to work for the municipality any more, knowing she would eventually have to bow to pressure. She didn’t mention the suspected perpetrators’ names and I didn’t press the issue. Instead, I loaned her my car.


Meanwhile, more than a hundred German and Italian detectives had been working on solving the multiple murder case in Duisburg. Some fifteen years earlier, the Italian authorities had warned their German associates that the restaurant – not a humble pizza place, but a classy joint with lobster on the menu – was run by a Calabrian mafia clan. Now, evidence was mounting, in the form, for example, of a scorched prayer card depicting the Archangel Michael, one of the Ndrangheta’s patron saints. The card was found in the pocket of one of the victims, Tommaso, a culinary school student doing an internship at the restaurant. He had just turned eighteen that day, and all signs indicated that his boss, Chef Sebastiano, had seized the opportunity to induct Tommaso into the clan after closing time.


As required by the rules of the induction ritual, Tommaso had pricked his finger, allowing a drop of blood to fall onto the prayer card before setting it alight. But he hadn’t burned the entire prayer card, just the angel’s face. The image was still clear: an angel aiming a sword at a creature that was half human, half dragon, lying prone on some smouldering rocks. The angel’s large white wings and long red cape were also visible, starkly contrasting with the clear blue sky and green hills.


Perhaps Tommaso had hoped to keep the card as a memento of the night’s events. Once the prayer card had cooled, he had tucked it into his wallet, which he put in his back pocket. At 2am, he left the restaurant with his 39-year-old boss Sebastiano, the boss’s 16-year-old nephew and three other men in their twenties: two of the other Calabrian waiters and Marco, who had just arrived from the home province. Shortly after that, the police discovered the six bodies in a black Volkswagen Golf and a white van, pierced by bullets. Tommaso had been hit fourteen times, including four shots to the head.


It was a German woman who had raised the alarm. She’d passed two men heading towards the restaurant’s car park. A short while later, she heard what she thought were fireworks, but when she walked back, she saw the same two men disappearing down an alleyway. Detectives based their search for the killers on her witness statements and footage from security cameras. They knew almost immediately that they were dealing with the Ndrangheta clan of the Nirta and Strangio families because that clan was engaged in a fierce battle with the clan of the Pelle and Vottari families, who happened to run the Da Bruno restaurant. The rival clans had been waging a vendetta in and around San Luca for sixteen years – ever since a carnival night ended with the first lethal shooting, the two clans in Calabria periodically faced off with pistols and Kalashnikovs.


The owner and chef of Da Bruno, Sebastiano Strangio, who despite his name was not a member of the Nirta–Strangio clan, had been unarmed when he left the restaurant with his boys that night. Still, he was well-prepared for the next chapter of the vendetta. In a restaurant storage room, police discovered an automatic weapon loaded with ninety bullets, and a formidable array of other ammunition. No one would have suspected such a thing behind the gleaming facade of the famous restaurant in the Silberpalais, Duisburg’s largest office building, near the central train station. According to its website, the Silberpalais was ‘an ideal place for national and international companies to do business’.


It transpired that Da Bruno was both the Pelle–Vottari clan’s weapons repository and their regular meeting place. A special room had been set up for that purpose; it was a windowless space hidden behind a panel. Some of the servers and, presumably, most of the guests were unaware of the existence of that hidden room. It contained a statue of Archangel Michael and a solid wooden table surrounded by twelve grand chairs; the one at the head of the table had a higher backrest. This was exactly the right kind of setting for solemn rituals like Tommaso’s initiation.


It turns out the two shooters from the Nirta–Strangio clan were also fond of symbolism. They may not have been aware that Tommaso had turned eighteen that evening, or that he was being welcomed into the fold. Nevertheless, they had carefully chosen the date of their blood revenge. It was the night of 14–15 August 2007, meaning the sun would rise on the feast day of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, a Catholic holiday that, to Italian families, is as important to a feeling of togetherness as Christmas. The killers intended to permanently ruin the day for members of the Pelle–Vottari clan, forever linking it with memories of the bloodbath and the loss of their boys’ lives. Just as Christmas would never be the same again for the Nirta–Strangios after the death of Maria Strangio, who was killed on Christmas Day in San Luca by bullets meant for her husband. Did they really believe that Maria’s spirit could finally ascend to heaven, now that her death had been avenged by six new souls?





3
A SENSE OF FAMILY


During my first year in Calabria, my most loyal friend was Peppina, a woman in her seventies. She was the salt of the earth.


She served coffee in miniature beer steins and her headscarf hid a schoolboy’s haircut. And while she no longer washed her clothes by the river, as she’d done for decades, she still drew water from the municipal tap on the street. That’s where she seemed at home, partially shaded by the walled fountain, standing under the pious watchful eye of the statue of Mary guarding a niche above the tap.


Her husband Antonio was close to eighty, but he still climbed the hills to his vegetable patch early every morning, carrying a few empty plastic bags and an axe slung over his shoulder. After a few hours, he would return, his bags full.


At least once a week, Peppina would call out to me from the street around noon. Her tone was stern and alarming, but nothing earth-shattering had occurred. She was simply summoning me to their table. ‘Come, sit,’ she said when I arrived at her door, which opened directly into her comfortable eat-in kitchen. ‘It’s time for lunch.’


There were also days when Antonio used their landline to call me on my mobile phone and convey a short but urgent message: ‘Peppina has made minestra.’ Minestra wasn’t a vegetable soup but a code word for wild chicory with white beans. This simple dish was heavenly in Peppina’s hands. To accompany it, Antonio poured his own wine, which was orange and slightly cloudy. Often, he also offered me some slices of their homemade soppressata sausage. He usually ended lunch with a hand gesture and a proud gleam in his eyes: ‘Perfetto.’ Then, following a tiny beer stein of coffee – complete with a splash of anise liqueur – Antonio dozed on the sofa or next to the woodstove.


After the meal, Peppina would often retrieve pictures of her children and grandchildren from the glass display cabinet. We hadn’t known each other very long before the tragic news arrived from Canada that her son had died. He had been seriously ill, and they had recently come back from paying him one last visit. The evening he passed away, neighbours and family gathered silently in a large circle in Peppina and Antonio’s kitchen. From then on, Peppina always dressed in a black skirt and a black jumper, with a black scarf covering her short black hair.


Their daughter had also emigrated to Canada in her teens. There wasn’t enough work in Calabria, and stories from relatives on the other side of the ocean were hard to resist. A woman now, she returned to Italy every August to spend the summer holiday at her parents’ home. Seeing Peppina’s daughter so out of place in the village where she was born saddened me. She had become the child of a different world.


Luckily, one of Peppina’s two sons had remained in Calabria. When he and his wife and children visited from the provincial capital of Catanzaro, Sunday lunch at Peppina and Antonio’s lasted almost the entire day.


Many years earlier, Antonio had also worked in Canada, on a railway line. He asked me to check the monthly letter accompanying his Canadian pension because he’d never learned to read and write very well. And although Antonio understood Italian, he preferred to speak his Calabrian dialect. Antonio was not much of a talker, but he had a way with words, making him a good teacher. He and Peppina guided me as I made my first steps in the local language.


All of Calabria’s conquerors left their linguistic mark on the region’s dialect, whether it was Greek or Spanish, French or Germanic. This makes the Calabrian dialect sound almost like Esperanto, with some words taking you on a guided tour of your language memory. My favourites are the onomatopoetic verbs. Scialarsi, for example, is pronounced with two long aahs and roughly translates to ‘experiencing extended pleasure’. Or spagnarsi, to be afraid. Ti spagni? means ‘Are you afraid?’ It sounds familiar to me and is easy to remember, because of the Dutch expression Spaans benauwd, which means ‘with Spanish fear’. A history of terrifying Spanish rulers is something the Dutch and the Calabrians have in common.


Sometimes, my ability to understand the Calabrian dialect was even more direct. The first time Peppina asked me if I wanted some grated kasu on my pasta, I couldn’t help beaming. I replied, ‘Kasu? Formaggio? Like the Dutch word kaas, for cheese!’


Otherwise, our meals were mostly consumed in silence. Peppina sometimes grumbled about her neighbours or warned me that not everyone was as trustworthy as she was. When she cursed, saying cazzo, I’d repeat the word and ask what it meant. She’d smile slyly and clutch her forehead, half ashamed. ‘È parlare, figghia.’ That’s just how I talk, my girl, don’t take it seriously.


One thing Peppina did take seriously was the evil eye. According to her, jealous glances could leave a person feeling listless and ill. If someone was extremely tired or had a headache, the curse of the evil eye had to be broken with a secret magic spell. She would softly murmur her incantation while making the sign of the cross on my forehead with her thumb. If she started yawning, she said, that meant it was working.


Women from generation to generation were allowed to pass down the ancient chants, but only on high holidays: Christmas, Easter or the feast day of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary. And so, one Christmas Eve, Peppina taught me her spell. I was honoured that she included me in her family with this and other rituals. I wrote down and carefully saved her esoteric legacy. And if someone were to ask me for the formula, I would remain faithful to the rules of tradition. It would spoil the magic if I revealed more than that the spell is rich in rhyme, rhythm and Catholic figures.


Over the years, as my grasp of Italian improved and I learned more about the local mafia, it became increasingly clear that the Ndrangheta had appropriated crucial aspects of Calabrian culture to suit their needs. In Ndrangheta circles, warm hospitality is twisted to become an oppressive dependency. A sense of reserve leads to omertà, the iron-clad code of silence. And the occult is used to guarantee a lifelong blood oath, never to be broken. The extraordinary way the Ndrangheta deals with the central place of the family, especially the pivotal position of the mother, is evident from a telephone call the Italian police tapped on the day of the shocking massacre in Duisburg.


‘Pronto!’ says a young man in San Luca, cheerfully answering his phone. It’s a little past noon on Ferragosto, the feast day of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, characterized by lavish outdoor family lunches.


‘La mamma è jocu?’ asks the young man on the other end of the line, using the Calabrian dialect. He’s calling from Duisburg. ‘Is Mamma there?’ His voice is shaking.


‘No. What’s happened?’ asks the young man in San Luca.


‘Spread the word,’ the other one says through tears. ‘My brother is dead, my nephew, your brother, all of them are dead . . .’


On first hearing, there’s nothing remarkable about what the police overheard during this conversation, except, of course, for the sad news. You’d easily be forgiven for thinking that La mamma was the mother. But with the Ndrangheta, things aren’t always straightforward. In this case, ‘La Mamma’ referred to Antonio Pelle, the boss of these two young men and the leader of the Pelle–Vottari clan. He had to be the first to be told which of his men had died that night in the clash with the hostile Nirta–Strangio clan, even before the victims’ own flesh and blood mothers.


The Ndrangheta’s coded language is rich in metaphors. Religious terms are used to gently disguise criminal traditions. For example, a new member’s initiation is called a ‘baptism’. You must be at least fourteen to undergo such a baptism, complete with a few drops of blood on a prayer card. However, boys born into traditional Ndrangheta families already have a title even before their baptism ritual. With a Ndranghetist father, you automatically become a giovane d’onore, a ‘young man of honour’. That’s your birthright, or rather, your birth duty.


For daughters, there are no such hereditary titles. Women can play an essential role behind the scenes for the clans, but they cannot undergo a Ndrangheta initiation. The only honorary title they can hope to achieve is the relatively passive-sounding sorella d’omertà, or silent sister. Many daughters of Ndrangheta families are married off within the clan or to someone from a different clan if that’s better for business, and women fulfil the clan’s expectations by having children and raising them to live by the Ndrangheta’s moral code.


During their Ndrangheta initiation, young men pledge to hold the clan’s interests above those of their parents, brothers or sisters. ‘From now on, you are my family,’ they swear. ‘The punishment for making a mistake is death.’


Whether inborn or cultivated, this sense of family lies behind the Ndrangheta’s success. You don’t betray your family – especially when you know a death sentence is hanging over your head.


Among the first things I heard from Calabrian friends and aquaintances about the Ndrangheta’s crimes were accounts of the horrific kidnappings they had carried out in the 1970s and ’80s, some of the longest abductions in Italian history. The area around the imposing Aspromonte mountains in the hinterlands of San Luca was notorious for its huts and underground bunkers, where one kidnapped victim after the other was held in chains, sometimes for years. Victims were regularly moved from place to place, but when the police came looking, no one would admit to having seen anything. That’s because San Luca and other nearby villages with only a few thousand inhabitants have historically been the home of several long-established Ndrangheta families. By violently enforcing their fellow villagers’ code of silence and obedience, those families, working with neighbouring clans, could successfully carry out mind-boggling criminal operations.


Cesare Casella was the 18-year-old son of a wealthy car dealer. He was kidnapped in the northern Italian city of Pavia in the late 1980s and held captive in Calabria for more than two years. The kidnappers initially demanded eight billion lire – roughly four million euros – for Cesare’s release, but his parents did not have that kind of money. In desperation, Cesare’s mother paid two visits to San Luca. On her first trip, she asked the village priest to plea for her son’s release during mass. The second time, she appealed directly to the women of San Luca and begged them to help. She walked around in chains and slept in a tent on the village square to draw attention to her son’s plight. After 743 days, the family paid one billion lire (500,000 euros) and Cesare was finally released.


The 17-year-old grandson of oil magnate John Paul Getty was also kidnapped by a group of Ndrangheta clans working together. Getty, one of the world’s wealthiest men, showed less compassion than Cesare’s mother. Ultimately, the kidnappers received about a tenth of the seventeen million dollars they demanded. Thanks to Getty’s hard-handed negotiating techniques, his grandson Paul waited five months for his release. He was subjected to additional mistreatment when a large chunk of his right ear was hacked off. It’s little wonder that for the rest of his brief life, Paul was addicted to alcohol and drugs.


Ironically, Ndrangheta clans used their ill-gotten millions to invest in drug trafficking. They became the largest importers of cocaine on the Western market. That’s how members of the Ndrangheta stealthily conquered the world: by transforming themselves from furtive masters of kidnapping to closed-lipped masters of the narcotics trade.


Keeping quiet is as highly valued when dealing with the outside world as it is within the Ndrangheta itself. During large-scale and complex operations, including international drug trafficking, various clans must collaborate and share certain information. But as a rule, individual clans work independently and operate within their territory. A clan – or ndrina, the Pelle–Vottari clan being just one example – is usually named after a family or group of families who have collaborated for an extended period and may be connected through marriage. These clans are formed by fathers, grandfathers, sons, grandsons, brothers and male cousins, supplemented by those who marry into the family: strategically chosen sons-in-law and brothers-in-law.


The longer someone is involved, the more power and responsibilities that person acquires. A rank within the pecking order is called dote, an Italian word meaning both dowry and talent. And while higher echelon Ndranghetists know the status of clan members below them, the converse only applies to a limited extent. This way, members lower down the ladder don’t know who exactly has the most power, and that limits the risk of betrayal or a coup.


Rites are associated with every rung of the ladder, each having a specific playbook and elaborate incantations. No one is allowed to write down these Ndrangheta spells, so members must memorize them, and higher-ups pass them down as needed to newcomers. Strangely, detectives have found many pages of handwritten codes of conduct and rituals in barns and villas, and also in bunkers that had been used by fugitives. There are pictures of these written descriptions in some of the books about the Calabrian mafia that fill my bookcase. The barely legible handwriting of these rituals and spells is often riddled with spelling errors. A few have been patiently chronicled in secret code, lending the incantations a peculiar air of composure and serenity.


The ground rules are the same for all the clans. A member of the Ndrangheta swears allegiance to his own clan family and to the board of supreme leaders. The leaders of the most powerful clans from the province of Reggio Calabria, on the southernmost tip of Calabria, are all members of that board, which is called la Provincia, or the Province. A surprisingly transparent other name for this executive board is il Crimine, or the Crime. A committee meets annually near San Luca to elect the board of leaders who will, for the coming year, decide on matters affecting the entire criminal organization. For instance, a clan needs permission from la Provincia, the provincial executive branch, to claim a particular territory, even if that clan operates in another part of Calabria, Italy or the world. In short, all the family lines are connected by an umbilical cord leading to the province of Reggio Calabria and the Ndrangheta’s ceremonial birthplace, San Luca. Hence, Ndranghetists worldwide refer to the headquarters in San Luca as la mamma, and the chief of the provincial executive board is sometimes called mammasantissima, or most sacred mother.


Could the Ndrangheta be using these metaphoric mother figures to soften its image among its members? An intriguing idea – so many armed men with one mother who gave birth to them and nurtures them, who punishes them when they disobey, but who also comforts her sons and brings them together.


Unsurprisingly, the most important traditional venue for Ndrangheta gatherings is near San Luca, in the Sanctuary of the Madonna of Polsi. There, a statue of one of their most valued patron saint, the Madonna della Montagna, is a tangible symbolic mother to every member of the Ndrangheta. The Madonna is found in a church in a remote valley deep within the Aspromonte mountains. She wears a pale pink gown, a light blue veil and a large golden crown. The naked baby Jesus sits on her lap; he also wears a large crown and plays with a golden orb. Replicas of the statue can be found everywhere Ndranghetists live, work, hide or gather, including in secluded Calabrian farmhouses or in bunkers hidden beneath luxurious villas. The image was also on display in the Da Bruno restaurant dining room in Duisburg, a port city in one of Europe’s busiest industrial areas.


In Polsi, at the sanctuary of the Madonna of the Mountain, leading members of the Ndrangheta gathered to discuss the blood feud in Duisburg, which had suddenly thrust the Calabrian mafia into the European spotlight. Criminal organizations thrive in the shadows, so the situation had to be diffused quickly. At the Sanctuary of the Madonna of Polsi, less than two weeks after the nearby burial of the six murder victims, the vendetta between the families from San Luca, which had gone on for more than sixteen years, was miraculously called to a halt. The Calabrian police overheard one of the Ndrangheta leaders enthusiastically report, ‘Everyone was dancing and shaking hands. The friendship has been restored.’ Since the reconciliation of those two warring clans from San Luca, business for the Ndrangheta has only improved.





4
‘ARE YOU GOING TO WRITE THAT IN THE NEWSPAPER?’


Hardly anything had yet been written about the Ndrangheta in the Dutch press when one of Europe’s most wanted fugitives was found in the Netherlands. Giovanni Strangio, from San Luca, was a suspect in the massacre that had occurred nineteen months earlier in Duisburg, Germany. At the time of his arrest, he was living with his wife and three-year-old son in a small apartment in Diemen, just outside Amsterdam. Strangio’s brother-in-law, another fugitive who had been convicted of cocaine trafficking and membership of the Ndrangheta in the late 1990s, was staying with them. When they searched the house, police found three fake passports, a bulletproof vest, three wigs, eleven mobile phones, a money-counting machine and half a million euros in cash. A loaded pistol was hidden in a shoe rack by the front door.


At the time of the arrest, I had been living in Calabria for more than two years. I no longer had a home in Amsterdam to return to; the apartment building where I rented the top floor had been sold to some property developers hoping to make a quick buck. They’d had their eye on the building for some time. They wanted to split it up, renovate it and flip it for profit. But I didn’t want to leave. The apartment was lovely, and I had a long-term lease, in sharp contrast to the endless stream of temporary digs I’d occupied during my student years. I held on until I was the only remaining tenant in that large building in the De Pijp neighbourhood. Visits from the slick, scooter-riding property developers became more frequent until they finally offered me a healthy sum to soften the inconvenience of forced relocation. I saw it as a golden opportunity to kick start the foreign adventure I had dreamed of. In hindsight, my journey could easily have led me to Brazil or Japan. But by chance, it took me to Italy’s deep south – a place I found so fascinating I wanted to stay forever. Of course, I could have stayed in Amsterdam and blown my moving bonus on another temporary rental. However, I decided to use the money for something different. Because in Calabria, I could buy a house of my own with endless views of the Ionian Sea.


The charming village where I bought a house lies spread across three hills at an elevation of roughly a thousand feet. The sea is a short drive away, and the newer part of the village lies along the coastal road, where most of the approximately two thousand inhabitants live. Higher up the hills in the older town centre are a couple of small grocery stores and cafés. There is also a primary school, a monastery, a retirement home and a tiny but lively pizzeria run by a friendly owner.


I love the quiet around my house. The contrast, therefore, is even greater on high days and holidays, with processions and bursts of fireworks, when church bells peel much longer and more merrily than usual. Brass bands echo through the alleyways, audible in every corner of the village. The organizers of these traditional Calabrian celebrations like to go overboard: church bells, a brass band and fireworks, all at once, in the middle of the day. It’s all about the commotion, since nothing can be seen of the fireworks, except for a few wisps of smoke in the sunny sky.


On other days, the slow, mournful tones of funeral bells ring out. The average age of the village’s inhabitants is relatively high; I try not to think about what that means for the future. The town has a good internet connection. I tell myself that a younger generation of Italians and foreigners will, like me, one day discover that this region is a beautiful place to work from home.


Despite the village’s dwindling population, it still makes a prosperous impression. So, of course, I couldn’t help wondering if any of my fellow villagers belonged to the mafia. One thing was clear: nobody would volunteer that type of information. What I did know, however, was that there wasn’t any evidence of a permanent Ndrangheta base in the village, which meant it didn’t fall under specific families’ traditional sphere of influence. All I could do was trust my intuition and avoid suspicious characters or those who looked like bullies.


I’m lucky the village has so many builders and contractors because the house I bought is a fixer-upper. The windows need repairs, the pipes and flooring need replacing and the roof needs patching. Of all the places for sale, mine certainly didn’t have the most kerb appeal. Maybe that’s what attracted me to the place: the outside wasn’t pretentious, but inside, it contained a cosy labyrinth of interconnected rooms, and all the windows offered a spectacular view of the coast. The previous occupants, a carpenter and his wife, had lived there into their eighties. They had painted the walls in various hues and covered them with family photographs.


Once, the neighbours told me, each of these small rooms had housed an entire family – some even kept a pig – and the village’s alleyways were forever bustling with children and busy workshops, but that was many decades ago, before masses of Calabrians had left for northern Italy, Germany, America and Australia. My cantina, the ‘cellar’ on the ground floor, still contained the dusty remnants of all that long-ago activity, quite hard to imagine now: everything you need to produce homemade wine, plus all kinds of painting supplies and, of course, a collection of lumber and tools. There were nails in every shape and size and a couple of iron crucifixes. There’s no avoiding it: here, the previous occupant had built cupboards, tables and beds – and also coffins.


By now, almost all the craftsmen have left the village. This region on the Ionian coast of Calabria is clearly pinning its economic hopes on tourism. For two months every year, the area transforms from an out-of-the-way refuge into a popular holiday destination. At the end of June, beach pavilions, parasols and lounge chairs suddenly appear, only to disappear again when the holidaymakers flee on the first weekend of September. Hardly any tourists come from outside Italy. Apart from Calabrian accents, you can mostly hear Milanese and Roman accents at the seaside in July and August. These Calabrians have ‘emigrated’ to other parts of Italy, and every summer they return with their children to the sun-dappled sea of their youth.


On the streets, people seemed gratified when they heard that I had decided to move to their village; I plan to stay year-round and not just visit from the distant north for the summer. I say hello to all the new faces and usually receive a friendly greeting in return. Calabria has the highest unemployment figures in Europe, so many Calabrians around my age still live with their parents. That’s if they haven’t followed their classmates and gone to look for work up north. News about me travels fast: everyone knows I live alone and work for a living. Poverina, lavora al computer – the poor girl works at a computer, I overhear one neighbour telling another.


I am the first Dutch person to live in my village. When I register my residency at the municipality, the woman at the counter asks what I do for a living. At a loss for words, I say I mostly do freelance text work, editing books and articles, and sometimes translating from English into Dutch. Translator? Not really. I consider using editrice, but that’s ambiguous – much closer to publishing than editing. Then the woman at the counter pronounces decisively, giornalista. Journalist. The label feels slightly uncomfortable, but people are waiting behind me, and it doesn’t seem worth taking up more of their time. I agree.


Italians love titles, and they enjoy cheerful greetings like maestro!, dottore! or avvocato! It’s their way of acknowledging the other person’s status and showing respect. My fellow citizens must have easy access to the municipality’s administrative system because soon everyone seems to know about my somewhat uncomfortable professional title, giornalista. Fortunately, no one addresses me as such, but some people approach me of their own accord with their stories. That can lead to some extraordinary conversations, like the ones I had with Totò, a man in his late forties. He had been in a car accident, after which he spent a long time in a coma. Ever since waking up, he has talked about nothing but God.


Totò enjoys preaching on the streets, in the village square. He’s a much livelier ambassador of the faith than the dreary local priest. To judge by the strait-laced priest’s tone of voice, whether it’s a funeral or a high holiday, it always feels like doomsday is just around the corner. With his fire and brimstone sermons, I am astonished that he attracts such a loyal daily following among the over-fifty female population. However, attendance may be boosted by the lure of four friendly nuns from the Philippines and India who help keep the monumental village monastery running.


Totò, in his unique, disarming style, likes to call me ‘Sa’ for short. After we’d run into each other a few times, he started belting hymns at the top of his lungs every time he saw me. Bystanders chuckled, but I found his honesty refreshing.


‘Sa, I am like a child. God made me a child again. When I was in a coma, I saw Him. All the saints were there, and my grandparents, too. Do you see that sunbeam? That is God. Do you believe in God, Sa?’


I don’t want to burst his bubble, and his sunbeam appeals to me, so I nod. ‘You have to pray and follow the Ten Commandments. Are you going to write about what happened to me in the newspaper, Sa? The world can’t see it, but the light of the world is God. Are you going to write that in the newspaper?’


I don’t know if such upsetting events would ever have penetrated Totò’s radiant cognitive world, but suddenly, there was news of a mafia killing that had taken place on a nearby street. A 34-year-old man was shot dead in front of his house in the newer part of the village, down along the coast. He had just parked his BMW when two masked men opened fire. I didn’t know him personally. The paper said that his uncle – who had been killed a few weeks earlier by two helmeted men on a scooter – was the leader of the Ndrangheta clan in the next village. No other information about the boss was forthcoming, except that his official profession was ‘contractor’.
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If contractors could be mafia bosses, could some of the builders I saw driving their rusty pickup trucks through the village also be connected? Who could I confidently allow to work on my house, and who should I try to avoid? After a lot of hemming and hawing, it seemed best to hire an independent bricklayer, electrician and plumber.


People warned me that renovating my house with independent tradespeople would be slower and less efficient than working with one of the larger building firms that arrange everything at once, and they were right. However, the larger firms were intimidating, even without their suspected connection to the clans. I wouldn’t say I liked the idea of my quirky, slanty-walled house being turned into an over-restored designer showplace. This was my first chance to renovate an old house, and I wanted to restore it step by step, with input from the professionals I had hired.


I hadn’t anticipated that allowing several self-employed tradesmen to work together would go against the grain of certain expectations. Because even the independent bricklayers behaved like contractors, assuming they could bring along a friend who was a plumber or an electrician. And the plumber and electrician thought they could do the same. They all wanted to escort me to a buddy’s bathroom supply store or give me the number of a cousin who happened to be a plasterer or tiler. I had hired these tradespeople independently, so they had never worked together before, and they found the situation awkward, to say the least. I quickly realized that professional life in Calabria revolves around quid pro quo. If no favours are exchanged, a job is deemed to be a lot less prestigious.


In hindsight, my renovation would have provided excellent material for a comic reality show, because everyone wanted to be in charge. And although it was my house and I was the one footing the bill, as a woman – and a foreigner to boot – I was the last person those gentlemen expected to behave like a project manager. So, instead, they fervently slagged off each other’s work, hoping to prove their skills were the best.


I tried to understand that their pride was at stake. With my naïve Dutch faith in cooperation and consensus-building, I endeavoured to foster team spirit by photographing the entire crew. But that only made matters worse. They looked so despondently into the lens that from that day forward, I decided to have the men come to the house one at a time, to keep them from giving each other dirty looks or worse. That way, each, in turn, could feel like the lord and master of the renovation. And although it took much longer than it should have, I am happy with the results.


While the renovation progressed at a snail’s pace, I stumbled across another contrast between the mindset in the Netherlands and that in southern Italy. As a woman alone in a Calabrian village, I would be asked: A cui appartieni? To whom do you belong? The question wasn’t always expressed in so many words, but you could usually feel the subtext hanging in the air. Because here a single woman is an anomaly that evokes pity or suspicion. In rural Calabria, a woman is expected to remain in her parents’ home until marriage. She ‘belongs’ to her parents, to her spouse or to her children. Here, the concept of belonging to no one is viewed as typical of northern individualists, who underestimate the importance of the family.


When I fell in love with N, a young Calabrian man, I no longer had to walk the streets alone and was spared all those pitying glances. N was from Soverato, a more worldly and modern town on the same coast as my village. He had worked abroad and in northern Italy but had returned because he missed Calabria. Life with N was happier and more relaxed, so I turned a blind eye to his Calabrian pride, stubbornness and machismo. Of course, it helped that he didn’t expect me to play a traditional role. At least not in the kitchen, because the meals he prepared for me were out of this world.


It was with N that I started attending public meetings about the Ndrangheta. We had to drive a long way to the meetings, which were usually held near Cosenza, the largest Calabrian college town. It was a breath of fresh air to hear people talking openly – and into a microphone – about a subject that was never mentioned in my village. I learned about the Calabrian mafia’s past and current activities. Some of the speakers had been victims of extortion and had risked their lives by becoming whistle-blowers. They showed incredible dignity and inspired me to start writing about the Ndrangheta. One man whose story I found especially moving was Gaetano Saffioti, an entrepreneur specializing in concrete products and excavation works. I visited him again some years later.


Gaetano Saffioti is a bear of a man. He has a slight paunch, a dark beard, a bulbous nose and gentle eyes. He’s in his fifties, but when he talks about his diggers – a few are parked on his business premises – his eyes light up like a child’s. ‘When I look at them, it feels like they’re smiling at me.’


Saffioti grew up surrounded by tractors; his father worked in agriculture, and by the time Gaetano was eight, he was hooked. As a teenager, he’d become so obsessed with these vehicles that his friends teased him, calling them his girlfriends. ‘I talked to the machines, cleaned them, and looked after them lovingly.’


Of course, Gaetano Saffioti was aware that he lived in an area run by extremely violent families. Palmi was a city on the southern tip of the Tyrrhenian coast; it had been the domain of those ‘men of honour’ for over a century. Everyone – including Saffioti – knew who those families were. But he didn’t know that those families were also putting pressure on his father. When their olive mill caught fire one day, a ‘short circuit’ was blamed. And when Gaetano went on his first school trip, his father suddenly appeared and asked him to come home, saying that he missed him too much. It wasn’t until after the good man had passed away far too soon, due to an illness, that Gaetano learned these strange incidents were linked to extortion and intimidation. He was fifteen, his older brother nineteen, and the youngest of the four younger siblings was still an infant. His mother was in tears, waiting beside the telephone, which never stopped ringing. Finally, she admitted, ‘It’s the Ndrangheta. They want money.’


Gaetano Saffioti had never heard that name. ‘The Ndrangheta, what’s that? A business? A person?’ In the 1970s, it wasn’t widely known that all those families everyone had to bow down to were also referred to as ‘Ndrangheta’. His mother explained that their father had long been extorted for pizzo, or protection money. Moreover, the extortionists had committed arson and were threatening to harm Gaetano and his brothers and sisters – which is why he’d been abruptly dragged away from that primary school trip. And after his father died, they had continued badgering his mother, a widow with six children.


‘Why didn’t we go to the police back then?’ Saffioti wonders aloud. ‘The police avoided confronting members of the Ndrangheta because the risks were too high: around here, they slaughtered each other. Every day, we woke up knowing something bad would happen, but not who would be killed or where the next bomb would go off. Above all, most people were convinced that you just had to pay, that it was part of the deal. We lived and worked in their territory, and they made the rules.’


Saffioti took odd jobs with his tractor until he was called up for military service when he was eighteen. He was eligible for a paid position in Palmi, his hometown, in the local high-security prison. No one else wanted to be a guard there; the facility housed the most dangerous criminals, including many local Ndrangheta bosses. But he decided to take the job and act as if he didn’t recognize them.


When Saffioti turned nineteen, his term of service ended, and he started his own company. ‘Ploughing earth with the tractor; the work doesn’t pay well, but I enjoyed it. However, there were places where I wasn’t allowed to work because even then, the clans had control over other people’s land. They said, you can work here, but not there.’ Nevertheless, Gaetano Saffioti’s company flourished. He acquired excavators, trucks, bulldozers and concrete mixers, and took on more and more employees. ‘If you love your work, success comes naturally.’


Unfortunately, in Calabria, more profits lead to increased obstacles. Saffioti received anonymous letters and phone calls detailing how to hand over money, and how much. ‘Dearest Gaetano, you must help us. If you refuse or if you warn the police, you’ll be in even bigger trouble. Come to the fountain on 29 April at precisely midnight with thirty million lire in small denominations. Take the stairs leading down to the beach. Carry the money in a sturdy plastic bag in your right hand. There will be someone you can hand the bag to without fear. If you don’t show up, we’ll come and get you and tie you up in a dark place, and we’ll make sure you starve to death, all alone. So think it over carefully.’
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