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 ‘The blackest despair that can take hold of any society is the fear that living honestly is futile.’

Corrado Alvaro


Author’s Note

Mafia Brotherhoods is the story of a past that a beautiful and complicated country has conspicuously failed to leave behind. My book follows Italy’s three major criminal organisations (or mafias) over roughly a century, from their origins in the middle of the nineteenth-century, to the end of the Second World War. One of the many narrative threads in Mafia Brotherhoods concerns Italy’s shocking failure to see, understand, and remember just how dangerous these criminal fraternities were. But try as Italy might to unlearn the little it came to know about the mafias in this first century, the country would subsequently carry the burden of their history into the new age of democracy, industrial capitalism and consumer prosperity.

I conceived and wrote Mafia Brotherhoods as the first book of a two-volume chronicle of organised crime in Italy. The years 1943 to 1945 provide a natural break between the two volumes. On the one hand, the fall of Fascism and the Allied Liberation was the most important transition in the history of contemporary Italy. On the other hand, as I will show, the years from 1943 to 1945 were also a critical time for the Neapolitan camorra, the Sicilian mafia, and the Calabrian ’ndrangheta. When the Italy that Fascism built fell to pieces, old criminal continuities were exposed once more, and new powers arose from the underworld.

The second volume will pick up the story of the three mafias from where Mafia Brotherhoods leaves it. In 1946, Italy made what seemed to many like a decisive break with the past: on 2 and 3 June of that year, the people voted in a referendum to reject the monarchy that had ruled the country since 1861. The Italian Republic was born. Today, despite many trials and tribulations, its institutions are still with us.

The title of my second volume, Mafia Republic, is meant to suggest several things, among them the legacy of a past that the Italian Republic has yet to adequately confront. Mafia Republic also hints at my belief that the mafias must be seen as political associations. They are political, first, in that they exist by insinuating themselves into the legal institutions of government. But they are also political because the world mafiosi inhabit – with its curious combinations of collaboration and intrigue, of rule-bound behaviour and savage conflict – is itself a form of politics.

As this new paperback edition of Mafia Brotherhoods goes to press, I am still hard at work on its sequel. I hope that the extract from Mafia Republic included in the final pages of this volume gives a sense of what I am trying to achieve. In particular, I hope that it shows some of the many ways in which the story told here would continue to haunt Italy well into our era.

John Dickie

London, September 2011
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Preface

Once upon a time, three Spanish knights landed on the island of Favignana, just off the westernmost tip of Sicily. They were called Osso, Mastrosso and Carcagnosso and they were fugitives. One of their sisters had been raped by an arrogant nobleman and the three knights had fled Spain after washing the crime in blood.

Somewhere among Favignana’s many caves and grottoes, Osso, Mastrosso and Carcagnosso found sanctuary. But they also found a place where they could channel their sense of injustice into creating a new code of conduct, a new form of brotherhood. Over the next twenty-nine years, they dreamed up and refined the rules of the Honoured Society. Then, at last, they took their mission out into the world.

Osso dedicated himself to Saint George, and crossed into nearby Sicily where he founded the branch of the Honoured Society that would become known as the mafia.

Mastrosso chose the Madonna as his sponsor, and sailed to Naples where he founded another branch: the camorra.

Carcagnosso became a devotee of the Archangel Michael, and crossed the straits between Sicily and the Italian mainland to reach Calabria. There, he founded the ’ndrangheta.

Mafia Brotherhoods is a history of the origins and early development of Italy’s three most feared criminal organisations, or mafias. But no historian can claim to be the first person drawn toward the mystery of how the Sicilian mafia, the Neapolitan camorra and the Calabrian ’ndrangheta began. Mafiosi got there first. Each of Italy’s major underworld fraternities has its own foundation myth. For example, the story of Osso, Mastrosso and Carcagnosso (names that mean something like ‘Bone’,  ‘Masterbone’, and ‘Heelbone’ in English) is the ’ndrangheta’s official account of its own birth: it is a tale told to Calabrian recruits when they prepare to join the local clan and embark on a life of murder, extortion and trafficking.

As history, the three Spanish knights have about as much substance as the three bears. Their story is tosh. But it is serious, sacramental tosh all the same. The study of nationalism has given us fair warning: any number of savage iniquities can be committed in the name of fables about the past.

The very fact that the mafias value their own history so highly betrays the outrageous scale of their ambition. Ordinary gangsters, by contrast, have no such pretensions. Over the course of the last 150 years, the criminal brotherhoods have frequently occluded the truth by imposing their own narrative on events: all too often the official version of history turns out to be the mafias’ version.

The story of the mafias is filled with many other outrages. The leading bosses in Sicily, Naples and Calabria enjoy wealth, status, and influence. They are also men of nonchalant violence – and have been since the outset. But they are also much, much more than brutal criminals. The real outrage of Italy’s mafias is not the countless lives that have been cruelly curtailed – including, very frequently, the lives of the mafiosi themselves. Nor is it the livelihoods stunted, the resources wasted, the priceless landscapes defiled. The real outrage is that these murderers constitute a parallel ruling class in southern Italy. They infiltrate the police, the judiciary, local councils, national ministries, and the economy. They also have a measure of public support. Since Italy was first created in the middle of the 1800s, organised crime has occupied ever more of the territory that the Italian state, in theory, claims as its own. Such outrages demand a historical explanation rooted squarely in the facts.

Writing mafia history is a young field of scholarship: it is a child of the unprecedented mafia savagery of the 1980s and early 1990s, when Italian researchers began to channel their own sense of outrage into patient and rigorous study. Overwhelmingly, those historians, whose numbers have grown steadily, hail from the same regions of southern Italy that are worst afflicted by Italy’s permanent crime emergency – regions where mafia history is still being made. Some researchers are lucky enough to hold university positions. Others are magistrates and officers of the law. Some are just ordinary citizens. But all of them are bent on pitting hard evidence and open debate against mafia lies and myth-making, which are a great deal more insidious than the hokum about the Spanish knights might initially suggest. There can be few other branches of history in which the discipline of understanding the past can make such a direct contribution to building a better future. To defeat the mafias, one has to know what they are; and they are what their history shows us, no more and no less. Thanks to the labours of a number of historians, we can now shine lights into the obscurity of Italian organised crime’s early years, revealing a narrative that is both disturbing and disturbingly relevant to the present.

Mafia Brotherhoods springs from my belief that the findings of this growing body of research are too important to be kept among specialists. It draws together the known documentation and the best research to create a ‘choral’ work, as the Italians might say: a book in which many voices tell a single tale. My own voice is one of those in the chorus, in that Mafia Brotherhoods also incorporates substantial new findings that complement and correct the story that has emerged from the exciting work being done in Italy.

In 2004 I published Cosa Nostra: A History of the Sicilian Mafia, in which I brought together the best Italian research on the most notorious of Italy’s criminal fraternities. Mafia Brotherhoods is not a sequel to Cosa Nostra: it will stand or fall on its own terms. But readers of Cosa Nostra may recognise my retelling of one or two episodes from that earlier book, so they deserve to know before starting why the Sicilian mafia is integral to my concerns here. There are two reasons: first, because even in the last three or four years new discoveries have radically changed our view of key moments in the history of organised crime in Sicily; second, because there is also much to learn about the Sicilian mafia by comparing it with the camorra and the ’ndrangheta. One thing that the comparison teaches us is that the sinister fame enjoyed by Sicilian mafiosi is amply deserved.

Sicily gave the world the term ‘mafia’, and the fact that that term has entered daily use not just in Italy but across the world is itself a symptom of Sicilian organised crime’s pervasive influence. In the dialect of Palermo, the island’s capital, ‘mafia’ denoted beauty and self-confidence: ‘cool’ comes about as close as English can to its original meaning. In the 1860s, just after the troubled island of Sicily became part of the newly united state of Italy, ‘mafia’ began to serve as a label for an organisation whose shape briefly became visible through a fog of violence and corruption. The mafia (which would soon disappear into the fog once more) had existed for some time by then, and it had already reached a level of power and wealth that delinquents on the mainland could only aspire to. That power and wealth explains why the Sicilian word ‘mafia’ became an umbrella term for all of Italy’s underworld brotherhoods, including the camorra and ’ndrangheta. Over the course of a century or so – the arc of time covered in these pages – we can chart the fortunes of the peninsula’s other two mafias against the heights that the Sicilians reached from the outset.

These days the Sicilian mafia is usually known as Cosa Nostra (‘our thing’), a moniker that mafiosi in both the United States and Sicily adopted in the 1960s. The name ’ndrangheta stuck to the Calabrian mafia in the mid-1950s. (It means ‘manliness’ or ‘courage’.) In both cases, the new names coalesced because post-war public opinion and law enforcement were becoming more searching, bringing into focus a picture that had been blurred by a century of muddle, negligence and downright collusion. So Mafia Brotherhoods, which concludes with the fall of Fascism and the Allied Liberation of Italy, is a history of underworld regimes that were as yet, if not nameless, then certainly ignored or mysterious, surrounded either by silence (in the case of the ’ndrangheta), or by endless, inconclusive dispute (in the case of the Sicilian mafia).

The camorra has had a different relationship to its name. While structured criminal power has waxed and waned through Neapolitan history, the camorra has always been called the camorra. The Honoured Society of Naples may have been a sworn, occult sect of gangsters, but it had strangely few secrets. Everyone in Naples knew all about it. Which is one reason why its history has a dramatically different trajectory to the Honoured Societies of Sicily and Calabria.

Comparative research into the history of the mafias is still very rare. Perhaps that is understandable. In the early days, the criminal fraternities of Sicily, Naples and Calabria differed more than the catch-all tag ‘mafia’ might lead us to assume. Each evolved to fit the characteristic features of the territory it fed off. Yet studying Italy’s underworld organisations in isolation, for all their individual peculiarities, can sometimes seem like trying to figure out the dynamics of natural selection by staring at beetles impaled on pins in a dusty display case. Italy does not have solitary, static criminal organisms; rather it has a rich underworld ecosystem that continues to generate new life forms to this day.

The mafias have never existed in isolation. What they share is just as important as the many things that distinguish them. Throughout their history, all three have communicated and learned from one another. The traces of that common history are visible in a shared language. Omertà is one example – or umiltà (humility) to give its original form. Across southern Italy and Sicily, omertà-umiltà has denoted a code of silence and submission to criminal authority. ‘Honour’ is another instance: all three associations invoked a code of honour, and called themselves the Honoured Society.

But the links between these Honoured Societies go far beyond words, and are one of the reasons for the mafias’ success and longevity. So the virtues of comparison, and of reading the histories of the mafia, the camorra and the ’ndrangheta in parallel, are perhaps the only lessons in historical method that the fable of Osso, Mastrosso and Carcagnosso has to teach us. (The ’ndrangheta’s foundation myth does contain one other speck of veracity, as will become clear: Favignana, the island where the fable is set, was once a penal colony and as such, was indeed one of the places where the Honoured Societies were hatched.)

By taking a comparative approach, Mafia Brotherhoods will offer answers to some insistent questions. How did Italy’s secret criminal societies begin? How were they first discovered? Why did they not only survive being discovered, but grow in power? The worst answers to these questions recycle baseless legends that blame Arab invaders in Sicily and Spanish rulers in Naples. Such stories are close to the yarns spun by the Honoured Societies themselves – suspiciously close. Scarcely any better are the answers that evoke abstractions like ‘the culture’, ‘the mentality’, or ‘the southern Italian family’.

Many university textbooks give responses that sound more sophisticated: they talk about the fragile legitimacy of the state, the citizens’ lack of trust in the government institutions, the prevalence of clientelism and patronage in politics and administration, and so on. As a professor of Italian history, I myself have recited phrases like this in the past. So I know only too well that they rarely leave anyone much wiser. Nonetheless there is one crucial nugget of truth underneath all this jargon: the history of organised crime in Italy is as much about Italy’s weakness as it is about the mafias’ strength. Omertà leads us to the heart of the issue: it is often portrayed as being an iron code of silence, a stark choice between collusion and death. In some cases, it certainly is just as harsh a law as its reputation suggests. Yet the historical sources also show that, under the right kind of pressure, omertà has broken again and again. Far from respecting an ancient silence, mafiosi have been talking to the police since they first went into business. That is one reason why so many of the underworld’s darkest secrets are still there in the archives for us to unearth. And one reason why mafia history is often more about misinformation and intrigue than it is about violence and death.

The best way to divulge those secrets, to reconstruct those intrigues, and in doing so to provide more satisfying answers to the questions surrounding the mafias’ origins, is to begin by simply telling stories. Documented stories that feature real men and women, real choices made in specific times and places, real crimes. The best historians of organised crime in Italy reconstruct those stories from fragmentary archival sources, and from the accounts of people (notably criminals) who often have very good reasons to distort what they say. It is not banal to compare this kind of historical research to detective work. Detectives labour to create a coherent prosecution case by matching the material evidence to what witnesses and suspects tell them. In both tasks – the historian’s and the detective’s – the truth emerges as much from the gaps and inconsistencies in the available testimonies, as it does from the facts those testimonies contain.

But the question that drives research into Italy’s long and fraught relationship to these sinister fraternities is not just who committed which crimes. The question is also who knew what. Over the last century and a half, police, magistrates, politicians, opinion formers and even the general public have had access to a surprising amount of information about the mafia problem, thanks in part to the fragility of omertà. Italians have also, repeatedly, been shocked and angered by mafia violence, and by the way some of its police, judiciary and politicians have colluded with crime bosses. As a result, the mafia drama has frequently been played out very visibly: as high-profile political confrontation, as media event. Yet Italy has also proved positively ingenious in finding reasons to look the other way. So the story of Italy’s mafias is not just a whodunit? It is also a whoknewit? and, most importantly, a whyonearthdidn’theydosomethingaboutit?


INTRODUCTION: Blood brothers

In the early hours of 15 August 2007, in the German steel town of Duisburg, six young men of Italian origin climbed into a car and a van, a few metres away from the Da Bruno restaurant where they had been celebrating a birthday. One of them was just eighteen (it was his party), and another was only sixteen. Like the rest of the group, these two boys died very quickly, where they sat. Two killers fired fifty-four shots, even taking the time to reload their 9mm pistols and administer a coup de grâce to each of the six in turn.

This was the worst ever mafia bloodbath outside Italy and the United States – northern Europe’s equivalent to the St Valentine’s Day massacre in Chicago in 1929. As the background to the murders emerged – a long-running blood feud in a little known region of southern Italy – journalists across the globe began struggling with what the New York Times called an ‘unpronounceable name’: ’ndrangheta.

For the record, the name is pronounced as follows: en-drang-get-ah. The ’ndrangheta hails from Calabria (the ‘toe’ of the Italian boot), and it is oldest and strongest in the province of Reggio Calabria where the peninsula almost touches Sicily. Calabria is Italy’s poorest region, but its mafia has now become the country’s richest and most powerful. In the 1990s, ’ndranghetisti (as Calabrian Men of Honour are called) earned themselves a leading position within the European cocaine market by dealing directly with South American producer cartels. The Calabrians have the strongest regime of omertà – of silence and secrecy. Very few informants ever abandon the organisation’s ranks and give evidence to the state. In recent years, the Calabrian mafia has also been the most successful of the three major criminal organisations at establishing cells outside of its home territory. It has branches in the centre and north of Italy, and also abroad: the existence of ’ndrangheta colonies has been confirmed in six different German cities, as well as in Switzerland, Canada and Australia. According to a recent report from Italy’s Parliamentary Commission of Inquiry into mafia crime, the ’ndrangheta also has a presence in Belgium, Holland, Great Britain, Portugal, Spain, Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Morocco, Turkey, Venezuela and the USA. Of all southern Italy’s mafias, the ’ndrangheta is the youngest and has come the furthest to find its recent success and notoriety; over the course of time, it has learned more than any other Italian criminal group. My research suggests that it absorbed its most important lessons long before the world was even aware that it existed.

The Duisburg massacre demonstrated with appalling clarity that Italy, and the many parts of the world where there are mafia colonies, still lives with the consequences of the story to be told here. So before delving into the past it is essential to introduce its protagonists in the present, to sketch three profiles that show succinctly what mafia history is a history of. Because, even after Duisburg, the world is still getting used to the idea that Italy has more than one mafia. There is only a hazy public understanding of how the camorra and the ’ndrangheta, in particular, are organised.

Blood seeps through the pages of mafia history. In all its many meanings, blood can also serve to introduce the obscure world of Italian organised crime today. Blood is perhaps humanity’s oldest and most elemental symbol, and mafiosi still exploit its every facet. Blood as violence. Blood as both birth and death. Blood as a sign of manhood and courage. Blood as kinship and family. Each of the three mafias belongs to its own category – its own blood group, as it were – that is distinct but related to the other two in both its rituals and its organisation.

Rituals first: by taking blood oaths, becoming blood brothers, Italian gangsters establish a bond between themselves, a bond forged in and for violence that is loosened only when life ends. That bond is almost always exclusively between men. Yet the act of marriage – symbolised by the shedding of virginal blood – is also a key ritual in mafia life. For that reason, one of the many recurring themes in this book will be women, and how mafiosi have learned to manage them.

And then organisation: each of the mafias has evolved its own structure. The primary aim of structure is to impose discipline, because discipline can be a huge competitive advantage in the turmoil of the underworld. But structure also serves other purposes, notably that of exploiting the loyalties within bloodlines, within families.

One thing that the ’ndrangheta in particular has understood from the beginning of its history is the magic of ritual. And ritual often comes into play at the beginning of an ’ndranghetista’s life, as we know from one of the very few autobiographies written by a member of the Calabria mafia (a multiple murderer) who has turned state’s evidence (after developing a phobia about blood so acute that he could not even face a rare steak).

Antonio Zagari’s career in organised crime started two minutes into January 1, 1954. It began, that is, the very moment he issued from his mother’s womb. He was a firstborn son, so his arrival was greeted with particular joy: his father Giacomo grabbed a wartime heavy machine gun and pumped a stream of bullets toward the stars over the gulf of Gioia Tauro. The barrage just gave the midwife time to dab the blood from the baby’s tiny body, before he was taken by his father and presented to the members of the clan who were assembled in the house. The baby was gently laid down before them, and a knife and a large key were set near his feebly flailing arms. His destiny would be decided by which he touched first. If it were the key, symbol of confinement, he would become a sbirro – a cop, a slave of the law. But if it were the knife, he would live and die by the code of honour.

It was the knife, much to everyone’s approval. (Although, truth be told, a helpful adult finger had nudged the blade under the tiny hand.)

Delighted by his son’s bold career choice, Giacomo Zagari hoisted the baby in the air, parted his tiny buttocks, and spat noisily on his arsehole for luck. He would be christened Antonio. The name came from his grandfather, a brutal criminal who looked approvingly on at the scene from above a walrus moustache turned a graveolent yellow by the cigar that jutted permanently from between his teeth. Baby Antonio was now ‘half in and half out’, as the men of the Honoured Society termed it. He was not yet a full member – he would have to be trained, tested and observed before that happened. But his path towards a more than usually gruesome life of crime had been marked out.

Zagari grew up not in Calabria, but near Varese by Italy’s border with Switzerland, where his father led the local ’ndrangheta cell. As a youth, during his father’s occasional jail stints, Antonio was sent back south to work with his uncles who were citrus fruit dealers in the rich agricultural plain of Gioia Tauro on Calabria’s Tyrrhenian Sea coast. He came to admire his father’s relatives and friends for the respect they commanded locally, and even for the delicacy of their speech. Before uttering a vaguely vulgar word like ‘feet’, ‘toilet’, or ‘underpants’, they would crave forgiveness: ‘Speaking with all due respect . . .’ ‘Excuse the phrase . . .’ And when they had no alternative but to utter genuine profanities such as ‘policeman’, ‘magistrate’, or ‘courtroom’, their sentences would topple over themselves with pre-emptive apologies.


I have to say that – for the sake of preserving all those present, and the fine and honoured faces of all our good friends, speaking with all due respect, and excusing the phrase – when the Carabinieri [military police] . . .



As the son of a boss, Antonio Zagari’s criminal apprenticeship was a short one. He took a few secret messages into prison, hid a few weapons, and soon, at age seventeen, he was ready to make the passage into full membership.

[image: Image Missing]

The ‘social rules’. One of many pages of instructions for ’ndrangheta initiation rituals that were found in June 1987 in the hideout of Giuseppe Chilà. Osso, Mastrosso and Carcagnosso, the three Spanish knights who (according to criminal legend) were the founders of the mafia, camorra and ’ndrangheta, are mentioned.

One day his ‘friends’, as he termed them, copied out a few pages of the Rules and Social Prescriptions he was required to learn by heart before being inducted. It was all, he later recalled, like the catechism children have to memorise before Confirmation and First Communion.

The ‘catechism’ also included lessons in ’ndrangheta history. And having committed the deeds of Osso, Mastrosso and Carcagnosso to memory, Zagari was deemed ready to undergo the most elaborate initiation rite used by any mafia. He was shown into an isolated, darkened room and introduced to the senior members present, who were all arrayed in a circle. For the time being, he had to remain silent, excluded from the group.


‘Are you comfortable my dear comrades?’, the boss began.

 ‘Very comfortable. On what?’

‘On the social rules.’

‘Very comfortable.’

‘Then, in the name of the organised and faithful society, I baptise this place as our ancestors Osso, Mastrosso and Carcagnosso baptised it, who baptised it with iron and chains.



The boss then passed round the room, relieving each ’ndranghetista of the tools of his trade, and pronouncing the same formula at each stop.


In the name of our most severe Saint Michael the Archangel, who carried a set of scales in one hand and a sword in the other, I confiscate your weaponry.



The scene was now set, and the Chief Cudgel could intone his preamble to the ceremony proper.


The society is a ball that goes wandering around the world, as cold as ice, as hot as fire, and as fine as silk. Let us swear, handsome comrades, that anyone who betrays the society will pay with five or six dagger thrusts to the chest, as the social rules prescribe. Silver chalice, consecrated host, with words of humility I form the society.



Another ‘thank you’ was sounded, as the ’ndranghetisti moved closer together and linked arms.

Three times the boss then asked his comrades whether Zagari was ready for acceptance into the Honoured Society. When he had received the same affirmative reply three times, the circle opened, and a space was made for the newcomer immediately to the boss’s right. The boss then took a knife, and cut a cross into the initiate’s left thumb so that blood from the wound could drip onto a playing card sized picture of the Archangel Michael. The boss then ripped off the Archangel’s head and burned the rest in a candle flame, symbolising the utter annihilation of all traitors.

Only then could Zagari open his mouth to take the ’ndrangheta oath.


I swear before the organised and faithful society, represented by our honoured and wise boss and by all the members, to carry out all the duties for which I am responsible and all those that are imposed on me – if necessary even with my blood.



The boss then kissed the new member on both cheeks and set out for him the rules of honour. There followed another surreal incantation to wind the ceremony up.


Oh, beautiful humility! You who have covered me in roses and flowers and carried me to the island of Favignana, there to teach me the first steps. Italy, Germany and Sicily once waged a great war. Much blood was shed for the honour of the society. And this blood, gathered in a ball, goes wandering round the world, as cold as ice, as hot as fire, and as fine as silk.



The ’ndranghetisti could at last take up arms again – in the name of Osso, Mastrosso, Carcagnosso, and the Archangel Michael – and resume their day-to-day criminal activity.

These solemn ravings make the ’ndrangheta seem like a version of the Scouts invented by the boys from The Lord of the Flies based on a passing encounter with Monty Python and the Holy Grail. It would all verge on the comic if the result were not so much death and misery. Yet there is no incompatibility between the creepy fantasy world of ’ndrangheta ritual, and the brutal reality of killings and cocaine deals.

Initiation rituals are even more important to the ’ndrangheta than the story of Osso, Mastrosso and Carcagnosso that helps give it an ancient and noble aura. At whatever stage in life they are performed, mafia rites of affiliation are a baptism, to use Antonio Zagari’s word. Like a baptism, such ceremonies dramatise a change in identity; they draw a line in blood between one state of being and another. No wonder, then, that because of the rituals they undergo, ’ndranghetisti consider themselves a breed apart. A Calabrian mafioso’s initiation is a special day indeed.

15 August 2007, in Duisburg, was one such special day. The morning after the massacre, German police searched the victims’ mutilated corpses for clues. They found a partly burned image of the Archangel Michael in the pocket of the eighteen-year-old boy who had just been celebrating his birthday.

The mafia of Sicily, now known as Cosa Nostra, also has its myths and ceremonies. For example, many mafiosi hold (or at least held until recently) the deluded belief that their organisation began as a medieval brotherhood of caped avengers called the Beati Paoli. The Sicilian mafia uses an initiation ritual that deploys the symbolism of blood in a similar but simpler fashion to the ’ndrangheta. The same darkened room. The same assembly of members, who typically sit round a table with a gun and a knife at its centre. The aspirant’s ‘godfather’ explains the rules to him, and then pricks his trigger finger and sheds a little of his blood on a holy image – usually the Madonna of the Annunciation. The image is burned in the neophyte’s hands as the oath is taken: ‘If I betray Cosa Nostra, may my flesh burn like this holy woman.’ Blood once shed can never be restored. Matter once burned can never be repaired. When one enters the Sicilian mafia, one enters for life.

As well as being a vital part of the internal life of the Calabrian and Sicilian mafias, initiation rites are very important historical evidence. The earliest references to the ’ndrangheta ritual date from the late nineteenth century. The Sicilian mafia’s version is older: the first documentary evidence emerged in 1876. The rituals surface from the documentation again and again thereafter, leaving bloody fingerprints through history, exposing Italian organised crime’s DNA. They also tell us very clearly what happened to that evidence once it came into the hands of the Italian authorities: it was repeatedly ignored, undervalued and suppressed.

Rituals are evidence of historical change, too. The oldest admission ceremony of all belonged to the Neapolitan camorra. Once upon a time, the camorra also signalled a young member’s new status with the shedding of blood. In the 1850s, a recruit usually took an oath over crossed knives, and then had to have a dagger fight, either with a camorrista or with another aspiring member. Often the blade would be wrapped tightly in rags or string, leaving only the point exposed: too much blood, and the duel might stop being a symbolic exercise in male bonding, and start being a battle. When the first hit was registered, the fight was declared over, and the new affiliate received both the embraces of the other camorristi, and the most junior rank in the Honoured Society’s organisational hierarchy.

Today’s camorra bosses tend not to put their recruits through formal initiation ceremonies or oaths. The traditions have disappeared. The Neapolitan camorra is no longer a sworn sect, an Honoured Society. In fact, as we shall see later, the Honoured Society of Naples died out in 1912 in bizarre and utterly Neapolitan circumstances.

The camorra that has emerged since 1912 is not a single association. Instead it is a vast pullulating world of gangs. They form, split, descend into vicious feuds, and re-emerge in new alliances only to then be annihilated in some new internecine war or police roundup. The Neapolitan underworld is frighteningly unstable. Whereas a Sicilian capo has a decent chance of seeing his grandchildren set out on their criminal careers, a senior camorrista is lucky if he lives to forty.

The camorra’s lack of formal structure and ritual has not stopped its most successful clans from controlling vast swathes of Campanian territory, from turning entire city blocks into fortified police no-go zones and drug hypermarkets, from making millions from the trade in bootleg DVDs and designer handbags. It has not stopped them devastating the landscape of Campania with their lucrative trade in fly-tipped waste. Or from infiltrating the national construction industry and dealing internationally in narcotics and weapons.

Camorra clans are nonetheless organised: together they form ‘the System’, as some on the inside call it. At the centre of the System in each area of the city and its hinterland is a charismatic boss: protector and punisher. Below him there are ranks, and specialised roles – like zone chiefs, assassins, drug wholesalers – who are all chosen and nominated by the boss, and who will almost invariably live and die with him. Like the other mafias, the camorra clans redistribute some of the profits of their crimes, often pay wages to their troops, and set aside funds for those in prison.

Blood, in the sense of kinship, is now the glue that holds the most fearsome camorra clans together. But the individual clans tend not to be led by a Grand Old Man. The core of any camorra group is usually a cluster of relatives – brothers, cousins, in-laws – all roughly the same age. Around them there are friends, neighbours, and more relatives.

So, Neapolitan organised crime has seen a great deal of change since the days when the camorra was an Honoured Society. Yet the veins of tradition have never been entirely severed. For one thing, camorristi have an enduring weakness for gangster bling. Gold accessories and expensive shirts have been in evidence since the nineteenth century. Now there are also showy cars and motorbikes. The Neapolitan boss’s bike of choice was until recently the Honda Dominator. The point of all this conspicuous consumption, then and now, is to advertise power: to proclaim territorial dominion, and to be a walking symbol of success to hangers-on.

Cosa Nostra’s bosses are generally dowdy compared to the camorra chiefs of Naples, and they spend much more of their time on the kind of organisational formalities that can have a lethal significance in their world.

Each boss (or, strictly speaking, ‘representative’) of the Sicilian mafia presides over a cell known as a Family. By no means everyone in a Family is related. Indeed, Cosa Nostra often invokes a rule designed to prevent clusters of relatives from becoming too influential within a Family: no more than two brothers may become members at any one time, so that the boss can’t pack the clan with his own kin.

The structure of each Family is simple. The representative is flanked by an underboss and a consigliere or adviser. The ordinary members, known as soldiers, are organised into groups of ten. Each of these groups reports to a capodecina – a ‘boss of ten’ – who in turn reports to the boss.

Above its base in the Families, Cosa Nostra is shaped like a pyramid. Three mafia Families in adjoining territories form another tier of the organisation’s structure, the mandamento (precinct), presided over by a capomandamento (precinct boss). This precinct boss has a seat on the Commission, which combines the functions of a parliament, a high court, and a chamber of commerce for Cosa Nostra in each of Sicily’s four most mafia-infested provinces. Presiding over them all, at the very apex of the mafia pyramid, there is a capo di tutti i capi – the ‘boss of all bosses’. The capo di tutti i capi is invariably from the province of Palermo, the island’s capital, because about half of Cosa Nostra’s manpower, and about half of its Families, are based in the Palermo area.
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So much for the diagram. But in the underworld, more even than in the upper world inhabited by law-abiding citizens, power is invested in people, and not in the nameplates on office doors. Comparisons between a mafia boss and the managing director of a capitalist enterprise are not only trite, they completely fail to capture the acutely cagey and political world in which mafiosi operate.

Cosa Nostra has gone through phases of greater and lesser coordination; different bosses have had different styles of leadership, and have had all manner of external limits placed on their power. Confusion, double-dealing, mutual suspicion, and civil war have been constants in the mafia from the get-go. The cast of character-types is vast. There are certainly party leaders, policy-makers, reformers and legislative tinkerers. But also a good many rebels, grey eminences, impatient tycoons, young Turks, and isolationists. And of course everyone in the mafia is also both a conspirator, and a near-paranoid conspiracy theorist. All of these characters may choose to twist the mafia’s precedents, traditions and rules; they may even trample and deride them. But no boss, however powerful, can do so without calculating the political price.

One of the big issues in the history of the Sicilian mafia is just how old the organisation’s pyramidal structure is. Some of the most disquieting recent research has shown that it is a lot older than we thought until only a couple of years ago. The mafia would not be the mafia without its inborn drive to formalise and coordinate its activities. As I write, to the best of our knowledge, the Palermo Commission of Cosa Nostra has not met since 1993, a fact that is symptomatic of the worst crisis in the organisation’s century and a half of history. Quite whether today’s crisis turns into a terminal decline depends, in part, on how well Italy absorbs the lessons of the mafia’s history, lessons that spell out the Sicilian mafia’s astonishing power to regenerate itself.

In Calabria, just as in Sicily, there is a fraught relationship between the gangland rulebook and the expediency determined by the sheer chaos of criminal life.

When I began writing this book, there was a consensus in both the law courts and the criminology textbooks that the ’ndrangheta’s structure was very different to Cosa Nostra’s. The ’ndrangheta is a federal organisation, it was said, a loose fellowship of local gangs.

Then in July 2010 the police and Carabinieri arrested more than three hundred men, including the eighty-year-old Domenico Oppedisano, who investigators claim, was elected to the ’ndrangheta’s highest office in August 2009. Since their arrest, Oppedisano and most of his fellows have availed themselves of the right to remain silent. So we cannot know what defence they will mount against the charges. Nor can we know whether the courts will decide that those charges have substance. Operation Crime, as the investigation is called, is at its very early stages. Yet whatever its final result, it constitutes a lesson in humility for anyone trying to write about the secret world of Italian gangsterism. At any moment, historical certainties can be overturned by new policework, or by discoveries in the many unexplored archives.

The magistrates directing Operation Crime allege that Oppedisano’s official title is capocrimine, or ‘chief of the crime’. The ‘Crime’ or ‘Great Crime’, which ’ndranghetisti also refer to as the ‘Province’, is thought to be the ’ndrangheta’s supreme coordinating body. It is sub-divided into three mandamenti, or precincts, covering the three zones of the province of Reggio Calabria.

Many newspapers in Italy and abroad that covered Operation Crime portrayed the Great Crime as the ’ndrangheta version of the Sicilian mafia Commission, and Domenico Oppedisano as a Calabrian capo di tutti i capi: the peak of the ’ndrangheta pyramid, as it were. But that image does not correspond to what the magistrates are claiming. Instead they paint a picture of Oppedisano as a master of ceremonies, the speaker of an assembly, a wise old judge whose job is to interpret the rules. The head of crime’s responsibilities relate to procedure and politics, not to business.

But then procedure and politics can easily have fatal consequences in Italian gangland. The Great Crime has real power: it may be based in the province of Reggio Calabria, but ’ndranghetisti across the world are answerable to it, according to the investigating magistrates. In the spring of 2008, the boss, or ‘general master’, of the ’ndrangheta’s colonies in the Lombardy region (the northern heart of the Italian economy) decided to declare independence from the Great Crime. In July of that year, the police bugged a conversation in which one senior boss reported to his men that the Great Crime had decided to ‘sack’ the insubordinate general master. A few days later the sacking took effect, when two men in motorbike jackets shot the Lombardy boss four times just as he was getting up from his usual table at a bar in a small town near Milan. Shortly afterwards, the Carabinieri secretly filmed a meeting at which the Lombardy chiefs raised their hands in unanimous approval of their new general master; needless to say, he was the Great Crime’s nominee.

It seems that the textbooks on the ’ndrangheta may have to be rewritten. And historians will have to take up a new prompt for research. My own findings suggest that the links – procedural, political and business links – between the ’ndrangheta’s local cells have been there right from the beginning.

Despite all the new information about the Great Crime, much of what we knew about the lower reaches of the ’ndrangheta’s structure remains valid. The ’ndrangheta of today is built around family, in that a kinship group forms the backbone of each unit, or ’ndrina. (The term ’ndrina may well originate from the word malandrina, which used to refer to the special cell in prison reserved for gangsters.) The boss of an ’ndrina, often called a capobastone (‘chief cudgel’), is typically a father with a good number of male children. Unlike his peers in Cosa Nostra, the chief cudgel can bring as many boys into the ’ndrangheta as he is able to sire. Clustered around the boss and his kin are other families, often bound in by blood and/or marriage. Accordingly, each ’ndrina takes its name from the surname (s) of its leading dynasty or dynasties, such as the Pelle-Vottari and the Strangio-Nirta – respectively the victims and perpetrators of the massacre in Duisburg.
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One or more ’ndrine report up to a locale or ‘Local’, whose boss is known as the capolocale, and who is assisted by two other senior officers. The contabile (‘bookkeeper’) handles the gang’s common fund, or what ’ndranghetisti rather quaintly call the valigetta (‘valise’). The capo crimine (‘head of crime’) is in charge of surveillance and day-to-day criminal activity. When the time comes, the head of crime also acts as the clan’s Minister of War. For extra security the Local is divided into two compartments, insulated from one another: the lower ranking ’ndranghetisti are grouped in the Minor Society, and the higher ones in the Major Society.

So far, so (relatively) straightforward. But at this point the ’ndrangheta’s peculiar fondness for arcane rules and procedures takes over again. In Cosa Nostra, holding office is the only official measure of a Man of Honour’s status. In the ’ndrangheta, if a member is to hold one of the official positions of power in a Local, a Precinct or in the Great Crime, then he has to have reached a certain degree of seniority. Seniority is measured in doti, meaning ‘qualities’ or ‘gifts’, which are the ranks in the organisation’s membership hierarchy. Sometimes, more poetically, the ranks are called fiori – ‘flowers’. The offices in the Local are temporary appointments, whereas the flowers are permanent marks of status. As he steals, extorts and kills, an ’ndranghetista wins new flowers. Every new flower means yet another protracted induction ceremony, and after it a greater share of power and secrets. The young initiate starts at the bottom as a picciotto d’onore (‘honoured lad’) and ascends through a series of other flowers like camorrista and camorrista di sgarro (which means something like ‘camorrist who is up for a fight’) and then on to the more senior flowers, such as santista, vangelista and padrino (or saintist, gospelist, and godfather).

As if this were not complicated enough, ’ndranghetisti disagree about how many flowers there are, and what rights and responsibilities they bring with them. There also seems to have been floral inflation in recent years: inventing new badges of status is a cheap way to resolve disputes. For instance gospelist (so called because the initiation ritual for this flower involves swearing on a bible) seems to have been created recently.

None of this is harmless etiquette. The rituals and organisational structures are a liturgical apparatus that is intended to turn young men into professional delinquents, and transform a mere life of crime into a calling in savagery. A calling that, despite the antique origins its members boast, is only a century and a half old. Only as old, that is, as Italy itself.
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