Bullet holes (right) mark the sign
to the village of Platì (below) in
Calabria, southern Italy

I

t’s obvious when you’ve reached the village of Platì: you can’t
read the road sign, but the bullet holes which render it illegible
are eloquent enough. This, they say, is the new Corleone: the
most dangerous village in Italy, the heartland of the Calabrian
mafia, the ’Ndrangheta. As soon as we’ve passed the sign, the
carabiniere – one of Italy’s paramilitary policemen – takes his
pistol out of his holster and rests it between his thighs, within
easier reach. When he parks, he leaves the car three or four
yards behind the one in front: ‘In case we need to get away in
haste.’ His eyes are constantly on nervous alert.
Until two months ago Platì had been famous throughout Italy for just
one thing: it was known as the tiny mountain community responsible
for a series of major kidnappings in the 1970s and 1980s. The most
famous scalp was that of Paul Getty Jr, whose ear was sliced off to

N DAY T E L E G R A P H M AG A Z I N E
20 T1 H8 EJ ASNUUA
RY 2 0 0 4

encourage payment of a hefty ransom. Dozens of other relatives of the
rich were spirited away here over the years. The terrain was perfect for
the purpose. Surrounded by the imposing Aspromonte mountains, the
village has only one road running through it. On the toe of Italy, it is one
of the remotest locations on the peninsula: a good six-hour drive south
of Rome, with the Tyrrhenian sea to the north and the Ionian sea to the
south. The area is so isolated that many people here in the mountains of
old Magna Graecia still speak a form of ancient Greek.
Then, last year, Platì became the subject of Italy’s biggest anti-mafia
operation for a decade. In mid-November, in an exercise code-named
‘Marine’, almost 400 carabinieri descended on Platì in the dead of night
in helicopters and armoured cars. They arrested 103 people. Of those
taken into custody, there were two former mayors, the head of the traffic
police, a dozen local councillors and 13 women. Worse, investigations
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had by then revealed another Platì underground. A series of tunnels was
discovered linking all the houses of the major mafiosi. They crisscrossed the village like an intricate subway, enabling various fugitives to
live in Platì, undisturbed by carabinieri, for years, even decades.
So when you arrive in Platì, accompanied by plain-clothed carabinieri, the welcome isn’t warm. There’s hardly anyone in this community who hasn’t lost a relative in the arrests. Immediately you’re spotted
in the high street, they pull down the shutters of the bar and put out the
CLOSED sign. Five or six mopeds constantly circle around you, the riders
hissing ‘cuckolds’ or ‘bastards’. Everyone is staring at you. Within an
hour, there are about 100 men lining the main street, staring with more
menace now. There’s not one woman in sight.
As you walk around the village you realise that all the street lights have
been shot, the telephone mast on the outskirts deliberately burnt. But

HERE BE
MOBSTERS

In the remote Italian village of Platì, the mafia
is everywhere – in the streets, in the schools
and even, until a recent police raid, hiding
in a secret network of underground tunnels.
Tobias Jones reports from the Family home
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the village is strangely beautiful: there are chickens bouncing
along the lanes, wood smoke rising through the winter air.
There are cacti and olive trees. Higher up the mountains are
beeches and pines. Some of the houses are positively sumptuous, even though the owners are, allegedly, mere forestry
workers on less than £700 a month. Everywhere there’s the
same juxtaposition of extreme poverty and extreme wealth:
unemployment runs at almost 80 per cent, yet the streets are
lined with very expensive cars. Rosaria, a teacher who used to work in
Platì’s school, says that the caretaker came to work in Versace boots.
Everything changed in this village when the mafiosi decided that kidnapping was uneconomical – high-maintenance but low-yield. So during the 1980s the ’Ndrangheta invested its profits from various ransoms
in drugs trafficking, striking up deals with Colombian cartels. It became
so successful that Platì, with a handful of other Calabrian villages, now
controls all the major arteries of the European cocaine trade. Over
1,000kg of cocaine was seized last year alone along the Calabrian coast.
Nor does the ’Ndrangheta restrict itself to cocaine. In 2000 the carabinieri
discovered 650,000 cannabis plants under cultivation in the mountains.
‘The Colombian cartels,’ says Nicola Gratteri, the investigator who
spearheaded Operation Marine and who has spent a decade working
on ’Ndrangheta-related crimes, ‘prefer to work with the ’Ndrangheta
because there’s simply no possibility of betrayal. Since the early 1990s
Cosa Nostra [the Sicilian mafia] has had roughly 400 pentiti [‘repentant’
collaborators], the Camorra [the Neapolitan mafia] has had in excess of
600. The ’Ndrangheta has had less than 50 and they’re all very low-level
players. That’s partly because the structure of the ’Ndrangheta is familybased. There are many marriages between first cousins. In a village the
size of Platì, with roughly 3,000 inhabitants, you’ll find only about 20
surnames. As a mafia, it’s entirely impermeable.’
The difficulty facing Gratteri was how to penetrate that secretive world.
A decision was taken to position cameras at strategic vantage points on
the mountains which envelop the remote village. Most were focused on
a single narrow lane or doorway. Every day, for years, Gratteri and his
men in the provincial capital of Reggio di Calabria would study the
movements of various villagers. ‘It was like The Truman Show,’ he laughs.
They would annotate every entrance and exit of their main suspects.
Anomalies quickly emerged. They saw wives of fugitives who had been
missing for years visiting abandoned houses. Their curiosity aroused by
one of those inexplicable visits, the carabinieri raided one house and
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found it completely empty
but for a coffee-cup, still
warm. They began to suspect
that their principal target, the
fugitive Giuseppe Barbaro
(called U Sparitu, ‘The Disappeared’), might actually be
living under their noses in
the village, possibly even somewhere inside that ‘empty’ house.
The carabinieri raided another address and, again, found nothing.
One officer, however, noticed the same white tiles in both houses:
ordinary kitchen tiles, but smaller than the standard size. The similarity
was suspicious. They dismantled the kitchen sink, removed the tiles
behind it and drilled into the wall. What emerged shocked even the
most jaded mafia-watchers. Hidden behind the wall was another world:
a tunnel, its entrance operated by a sophisticated hydraulic system.
Inside was a mattress, a fridge, a television. The carabinieri raided the
other house and, in December 2001, found Barbaro hidden inside yet
another tunnel.
Over the following year one tunnel led, literally, to another. Every
important person seemed to have their own subterranean getaway.
Many were linked by the underground river which trickles through the
village. Handles had even been drilled into the rock above the river to
make journeying between houses easier. As investigations continued it
became clear that most of the village had colluded in hiding convicted
murderers and drugs-runners. The focus turned on the Platì politicians
who, it emerged, had voted thousands of euros for, in their words, ‘the
development of the fugitives’ area’. The description didn’t even employ
euphemism: the intricate system of tunnels had been built and maintained with tax-payers’ money. The collusion with illegality was so widespread that the banns of marriage of a notorious fugitive were even
brazenly displayed on the council’s notice board. Other details began
to emerge of lucrative contracts – public construction work, rubbish
collection, provision of food to the school – which had all been assigned
to the ’Ndrangheta and their relatives. A decision was quickly made, in
April last year, that the village should be commissariato, meaning that its
politicians’ mandate was cancelled and an outside functionary was
appointed to run Platì.
‘This is a crude, ferocious place,’ Gratteri observes. ‘In the past 20 years
in Platì a carabiniere marshal and two recent mayors – one along with his

From far left: a carabiniere patrols Platì; a plainclothes policeman shows his badge (above);
Reggio di Calabria, where the surveillance operation
was based (below); police camera equipment;
a tunnel discovered in Platì; Nicola Gratteri,
the investigator in charge of Operation Marine

wife – have been brutally killed. It’s an archaic world.’ Rosaria, the former
teacher, tells me, ‘Women aren’t allowed in bars or restaurants. I once
invited one of my female students to drink a coffee with me in a bar and
the next day she came to school covered in bruises. At mealtimes women
serve the men and then eat separately in the kitchen. I’m ashamed to say
that the only way to get discipline in the classroom is to slap the children.’
‘There’s a very, very high density of mafia,’ Gratteri continues. ‘It controls the very breathing of the village. It’s the nutrient for every child.
And even those few who are not part of that world are terrified to speak
out.’ Since 1960 15,000 people have emigrated from Platì. Many of those
now live in Colombia, Toronto, London and Perth, and between them
they coordinate the global cocaine economy. Gratteri’s men talk of Platì
as a ‘war-zone’ in which the carabinieri are conducting a ‘reconquest
of the territory’. They jokingly refer to their police
station there as ‘the Italian embassy in Platì’.
In many ways, what is happening in Platì is the
continuation of centuries of fighting between
Calabria and its ‘invaders’. Calabrians have fought
the Normans, the Swabians, the Aragonese, the
Bourbons. It’s no coincidence that the rituals and
structure of the ’Ndrangheta were formalised just
as the Italian state, under the guise of the
Risorgimento, was making its first incursions into
the territory almost 150 years ago. Calabria’s battling ‘brigands’ and
‘bandits’, confronted by the northern Italian military, the Bersaglieri,
began to organise themselves into a formal resistance. The mafia’s own
mythology tells it differently: legend has it that the ’Ndrangheta was
founded by one of the three knights, Osso, Mastrosso and Carcagnosso,
who had fled from persecution in Spain. When they arrived in Italy, the
three went their separate ways, journeying to Sicily, Calabria and
Campania. According to the legend, that’s how the ‘honoured society’
divided into the Sicilian mafia, the ’Ndrangheta and the Camorra.
Today the ’Ndrangheta is thought to be the most lucrative, organised
and dangerous of the three mafias. The structure is efficient: the
smallest unit is called the ’ndrina or cosca. Each ’ndrina has its
capobastone, its ‘head-stick’. Within a village or town, various ’ndrine
meet at a place ‘baptised’ for the purpose. Every year, at the beginning
of September, the entire ’Ndrangheta gathers high up in the mountains,
at the sanctuary of the Madonna of Polsi. It’s a kind of annual
general meeting at which people settle their scores and accounts.

The carabinieri monitor the event but, given that about 20,000
’Ndranghetisti are present, they keep their distance.
Last year’s annual anti-mafia report of the Italian parliament was
explicit about the danger posed by the ’Ndrangheta: it spoke of the
organisation’s ‘determination and authority’, of its ‘dangerous infiltration into the economic and entrepreneurial tissue of Calabria…
especially worrying given the forecast flows of capital aimed at the
realisation of public works, above all the Messina bridge to Sicily.’ The
’Ndrangheta, the report concluded, was by now supplying Cosa Nostra
with narcotics, not vice versa.
‘In Calabria,’ says Giovanni Colussi, a government official responsible
for the confiscation of mafia possessions, ‘there’s never more than one
degree of separation between you and the ’Ndrangheta. Every transaction here will involve them. If you buy land,
you will be expected to pay €7,000 [£5,000]
per hectare as a payment to them. It’s a
shadow government with its own taxes and
laws.’ The difference now, Colussi says, is
that in the aftermath of the collapse of traditional political parties, such as the Communists and Christian Democrats, Calabria’s
shadow government has found itself with
nothing to hide behind. In many recent elections in Platì, not one person put themselves forward. To influence politics the mafiosi have had to become the politicians themselves.
‘The only way to beat them is to live their life,’ continues Colussi. ‘Look
at this recent operation: the carabinieri had to live in the mountains, in
the woods, hide underground for years, gathering information. And say
what you like about Platì, but you won’t find a single cretin there. They’re
brilliant entrepreneurs who understood globalisation decades before
any of us.’
Ever since the nocturnal raid in November, politicians have been lining
up to congratulate Nicola Gratteri. The Italian media, too, have been relishing the details about the cameras and the tunnels and fêting Gratteri
as the new Giovanni Falcone or Paolo Borsellino (the Sicilian magistrates
murdered in the early 1990s). Only now, two months later, have dissenting voices emerged. Critics such as Salvatore Santagata, a local journalist, have complained about the ‘noisiness and haughtiness’ of the
carabiniere operation which, he says, was carried out for maximum
media impact and minimum legal conclusion. Of all those arrested, says

‘In Calabria there’s never
more than one degree of
separation between you
and the mafia.Every
transaction involves them’
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Santagata, more than 80 per cent have already been released with the
likelihood that charges will be dropped because of insufficient evidence.
Franco Arcidiaco edits l’Altrareggio, a local newspaper. ‘I yield to no
one in my anti-mafia convictions,’ he says. ‘But in this whole Platì affair
the spectacularity makes me uneasy. Helicopters and balaclavas in the
dead of night attacking a mountain village. The problem isn’t in Platì, it’s
here in the city, in Reggio Calabria. Here, every night, at least two or
three cars – those of people who haven’t paid their pizzo, their protection money – will be burnt. Every night! Here there’s not one shopkeeper
who can avoid paying a pizzo. Buildings sprout like mushrooms just to
make the ’Ndrangheta some more money. And yet here they do nothing.
It’s easier to blame and attack some tiny community in the mountains.
Most of the drugs and the money are sent up north, towards Milan and
Turin, but have you ever heard of a carabiniere raid up there?’
In Platì itself, few will speak to outsiders, especially journalists. Those who
do, however, make no effort to conceal
their contempt for the carabinieri. ‘There
are now dozens of children here who
have been made orphans,’ says one, aiming his spittle at the boot of the passing
plainclothes carabiniere. The position
of the Catholic church, too, has been ambiguous. The day after the
arrests the local priest, Padre Enrico Redaelli, complained that the state
only ever ‘shows its ferocious face’ here. ‘It feels as if there’s been
a funeral,’ he said. Other priests such as Giancarlo Bregantini, the
local bishop, have tried a softly-softly approach, setting up agricultural
co-operatives to woo youngsters into legitimate businesses and away
from drug-trafficking. The whole police operation, the Church says, is

counterproductive. It exacerbates hatred of the state and simply creates
a yearning for revenge. Rosaria, the former teacher, remembers her
pupils the day after a similar, smaller raid three years ago: ‘Every child
took a solemn oath to avenge the arrests of their parents.’
Gratteri, however, is indifferent to the critics. ‘Listen,’ he says, smiling,
‘I could take the ’Ndrangheta apart like a plaything in three or four days.
Completely dismantle it. But I would have to be supported by the politicians and by laws which are proportional to the reality. I’m working in
circumstances in which I arrest the same person a dozen times in a year.
I believe in the iron fist. Everyone says prison should be educative,
the beginning of a reintroduction to society. I don’t believe it. It should
be a punishment, a very long punishment. Because whoever swears
allegiance to the ’Ndrangheta will only leave it carried out in a coffin. As
soon as they’re released, they go straight back to the
same life as before. Far too many people in Italy combat the mafia only with words, they speak without
doing anything.’
As you leave Platì the convoy of local men on mopeds
accompanies you to the border, just to make sure you
do indeed leave. On the outskirts of the village the
river-bed has become a dumping ground for old cars
and television sets. There’s rusting metal everywhere.
There are a handful of pigs in brick pens. You can hear
a few female voices singing a doleful hymn in the church. ‘You see,’ says
the carabiniere, putting the gun back in his holster, ‘it’s really not that
different to Iraq.’ ●

After one raid on the
village, a teacher says,
‘Every child took a solemn
oath to avenge the
arrests of their parents’
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