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The word ‘mafia’ quite literally means ‘swagger’, ‘bravado’ and ‘boldness’ in Sicilian.

The Mafia is defined in the dictionary as a secret organization allegedly engaged in smuggling, racketeering, trafficking narcotics and other criminal activities in Italy, the United States and elsewhere. I was about to find out that ‘elsewhere’ means virtually any other place on planet Earth, including the United Kingdom. My journey into the Mafia’s influence in the United Kingdom would take me to the United States, South America, Spain and Italy, but it started and finished in London. Along the way I would encounter some of the most interesting, fearsome, charismatic and fascinating characters I have ever met.

I first watched The Godfather as a teenager and was absolutely hooked. I must’ve watched the movie, parts one, two and three, over 20 times. I became a huge fan of Mario Puzo’s work. Later, I was fortunate enough to attend the first London screening of Goodfellas and hear Martin Scorsese speak before the film began. For me, The Sopranos will always be the best TV series ever made; its genius being in how you sympathize with a character you really shouldn’t have sympathy for. I was about to find out that the old cliché is true: that truth really is far stranger than fiction.

I’ve always been fascinated by the American Mob and their relatives in Sicily and Italy. I have tried to make films about Italian organized crime groups in the past, and while the films weren’t bad, I don’t think we uncovered as much as we have done in the making of this series. By its very nature, a secret organization is, funnily enough, incredibly secretive! You’re also dealing with people who have nothing to gain by engaging with members of the media.

Little did I know then that I would end up talking to two former members of the Italian Mafia, both of whom had lived in the UK – one male, one female. Gennaro Panzuto was a hitman who had continued to kill while living in Preston; he would drive down to Naples at the weekend and then drive back after completing a hit. When I asked him how many people he had killed, he responded with ‘too many to remember’. I asked if he could recall their faces, to which he answered, ‘not their faces, but I still hear the sound of the bodies hitting the ground’. Marisa Merico, on the other hand, ended up running her father Emilio’s Mafia empire in Milan – Emilio being one of the most feared Mafia bosses in Italy. Ridiculously, both she and Gennaro Panzuto had ended up living in Preston unbeknownst to each other!

We also discovered Antonio La Torre, who ran not only restaurants in Aberdeen, but also a Mafia cell. To my knowledge, Antonio is the only member of an Italian organized crime group to be arrested in the UK.

These findings begged the question, why Preston and Aberdeen? Why not London, Birmingham, Liverpool or Manchester? Well, the answer is in the question. Probably the last place law enforcement would look for Mafia activity is Aberdeen or Preston.

I was also surprised to find out that there was an active Mafia cell operating in Woking, Surrey, that imported and exported heroin and laundered money for the Mob.

There is one case, however, that I can remember making the headlines when I first started at drama school in London, in the early 1980s. That was the death of the so-called ‘God’s Banker’, Roberto Calvi. His suicide – or more likely his murder and those responsible for it (the case is still unsolved) – echoes throughout this entire book and is a prime example of just how complex and secretive organized crime groups can be.

One thing that continuously struck me when meeting members of organized crime groups, whether in Europe, the US or South America, was how humbly they lived. The head of the Philly Mob, Angelo Bruno, was assassinated outside his incredibly modest end-of-terrace house, in Philadelphia. It became clear that those who survived often played it low-key and didn’t live the highlife. Or, if they did, it happened behind closed doors. Organized crime members who lived openly lavish lifestyles often gained unwanted attention from the authorities, other crime groups, or members of their own family or group. This often led to fatal consequences.

This book is peppered with larger-than-life former gangsters and Mob members, all of whom have no reason to embellish the truth or tell falsehoods. It was absolutely fascinating meeting Stephen Gillen, who was so well informed about the origin of the Mob’s relationship with the UK. In turn, he introduced me to 99-year-old Bobby McKew, a reformed gangster and legend of London’s 1960s criminal underworld. Bobby told me how the Krays’ involvement in London casinos attracted the attention of the US Mob, who, having been kicked out of Cuba, were keen to diversify their business interests. This information would be backed-up by George ‘Cowboy’ Martorano, an ex-member of the Philly mob, who explained how at one point he and his father had to literally smuggle Ronnie Kray out of the United States.

Continuing my investigation in the US, I was fascinated to meet ex-Mafia figures straight out of central casting. Although they might have looked and sounded like the characters immortalized by Mario Puzo or Martin Scorsese, these guys were the real thing.

I spoke to ‘Crazy Sal Polisi’, who worked for both the Gambino and Colombo New York crime families in the 1970s, and who ran with Jimmy ‘The Gent’ Burke and Henry Hill of Goodfellas fame. Sal had no qualms about pulling off a £2 million gold robbery, although he did point out that this was in 1973, at a time when there was no CCTV or DNA testing. He also told me that when he first went to see The Godfather at the cinema, he and his fellow gangsters later celebrated by stealing a truck load of cigarettes.

Then there’s Anthony Ruggiano Jr., whose father had been sent to Miami by the Gambino family at the beginning of the cocaine boom in the early 1980s. I couldn’t help looking at Anthony and thinking of The Sopranos. It was his look, his manner and the casual way he talked about the violence in his past.

And Dominick Cicale, a captain in the Genovese family. Again, incredibly charismatic, but a double murderer and take-down merchant. Stealing from drug dealers may have been dangerous, but it earned him millions of dollars a year (and a long term in prison). He eventually turned state’s evidence, as did most of my interviewees, in return for a shorter sentence. He knew that the evidence he gave had put some of his closest friends in prison, and he was under no illusion that they would come looking for him when they were eventually released, to seek revenge. His attitude was simply, let them come.

In Colombia I met up with Fernando Rodríguez, the son of Gilberto Rodríguez (the chess player who masterminded, alongside his brother, the biggest cocaine empire that the world has ever seen). To quote American journalist Ron Chepesiuk, if Pablo Escobar was the Henry Ford of the cocaine trade, then the Rodríguez brothers were the McDonald’s – they globalized it. Ron also introduced me to the ‘British king of cocaine’, Jesus Ruiz-Henao, who had the first ever £1 billion UK cartel.

In Spain, I learned how old-time gangsters got involved with the Mafia while trying to muscle in on the cocaine trade. And how a bloody drugs war had brought about a crackdown.

I discovered how the Italian financial police, despite their best efforts, can’t prevent an estimated 70 million grams of cocaine being smuggled through a southern port in the south of the country each year. I met an ex-member of the Neapolitan Mafia who was making so much money from cocaine profits he bought a Ducati motorcycle each morning and gave it away each night. Well, at least according to him!

Back in the UK and back in Preston (where else?), a meeting with a former Mafia boss would give us a lead that would possibly reveal the identity of the individual who murdered ‘God’s Banker’.

After travelling to all those countries, what did I actually learn?

Most of my interviewees were Pentito or Pentiti, ‘the penitent’ – those who have collaborated with the justice system in return for their freedom. The one thing that struck me was that most of them seemed to regret their Mafia involvement. Some of the people I met had chosen the life of organized crime. For many, however, it was the life that they were born into, not one they had chosen for themselves. There was always an element of sadness and regret when I left each interview.

The Mafia and organized crime groups have always found a way to make money. It is ultimately about the business.

To quote Nucky Johnson, who ran Atlantic City in the 1920s, ‘we have whiskey, wine, women and song. I won’t deny it, I won’t apologize for it and if people didn’t want it, then it wouldn’t be profitable. And the fact that they do exist, proves to me that people want it.’ People want what the Mafia supply, no matter if those things are illegal. Be it alcohol during Prohibition, gambling before it was legal, or narcotics and money laundering today.

Maybe the Mafia’s greatest strength is its ability to remain one step ahead of the authorities, becoming less and less visible in the process. If they are operating here in the UK, then one thing is for sure – detecting them is getting harder and harder.
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