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Introduction
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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.


PART ONE


Chapter One

Roberto Calvi – A Message from The Mafia
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The Mafia. One of the world’s oldest, and deadliest, organized crime groups. Originally from Italy, their expansion into the USA in the 20th century and the creation of the American ‘Mob’ made them synonymous with organized crime across the globe. Thanks to countless films and TV series, from The Godfather to The Sopranos, the word ‘mafia’ alone is enough to conjure up images of racketeering, smuggling, guns, drugs and death. But how much do we really know about the Mafia. How far do their tentacles spread? Could they even have reached the shores of Britain?

Today the term ‘mafia’ is used very generically for a range of organized crime groups. But the original Italian ‘mafias’ were not one single organization. Then, as now, each different Italian mafia was linked to a different region. The Cosa Nostra is considered the oldest, and originated in rural Sicily, where groups of locals were empowered by their landlords to control the peasantry. In contrast, the Camorra are very much an urban invention and sprang up in the city of Naples, allegedly growing out of alliances formed in the city’s prisons. These, and various other mafia groups, coalesced and grew following the Risorgimento – the mid-19th-century movement for the unification of Italy that led to the creation of the Kingdom of Italy in 1861. From this moment on the various Italian mafia groups expanded and increased their power and influence. However, the law making ‘Mafia association’ – being a member of a mafia group – illegal was only passed in Italy in 1982. Before then, just being part of a mafia was not a crime. And no such law exists in the UK at all.

When I first embarked on this journey to explore the extent of the Mafia’s relationship with Britain, I had no idea where the leads I might uncover during my investigation would take me. Nothing could have prepared me for what was to come. It all began when I started looking into one of the most high profile and intriguing stories of the early 1980s: the death, in London, of an Italian man by the name of Roberto Calvi. . .

On 18 June 1982 I was just weeks away from turning 18. On that day, especially as my dad was a detective superintendent in the Metropolitan Police, a breaking and high-profile news story caught my attention. A man had been found dead, hanging underneath a bridge in Central London. But it was only more than 40 years later that I was finally given the opportunity to investigate the significance of the death of Roberto Calvi.

A young postal clerk on his way to work had found a corpse hanging from scaffolding beneath Blackfriars Bridge, one of the capital’s key crossings, spanning the River Thames and connecting the City of London on the north bank with the borough of Southwark to the south. He had immediately alerted the police. They discovered the body of a well-dressed man, clean-shaven, wearing smart leather shoes and with his dark grey suit jacket still buttoned up over his white waistcoat and blue-striped shirt. An orange rope, tied in a lover’s knot around his neck, held him suspended to the temporary scaffolding that had been erected beneath one of the wrought-iron arches of the bridge. A search of the body uncovered a wallet containing a mix of currency amounting to a total value of around £10,000. He was wearing neither a belt nor a tie, and his expensive wristwatch – perhaps a Patek Philippe – was stopped, reading 1:52am. Even more curiously, five bricks, weighing around 12 pounds, were also found inside his clothing. The initial autopsy revealed he had been dead for only two to six hours when he was discovered. Soon the man was identified, and the story took a sinister turn. This was none other than Roberto Calvi, the head of a large private Italian bank with connections to the Vatican and many of the most famous, powerful and dangerous people in Italy. The City of London Police investigation deemed his death a suicide, and on 23 July 1982 an inquest jury agreed and ruled that Calvi had killed himself. Case closed.

Calvi’s widow and son were adamant he had been killed by the Italian Mafia. In 1983 a second inquest returned an ‘open’ verdict – but it was only much later, nearly two decades in fact, in October 2002, that a new Italian-led investigation uncovered more details, after exhuming the victim’s body, that pointed to murder. Their new forensic analysis revealed that the neck injuries Calvi had suffered were inconsistent with those typically caused by suicide by hanging, or indeed by hanging in general. They also discovered that his hands had never touched the bricks found on his body. The Italian and British authorities together attempted to piece together Calvi’s final movements. They believed he had left his flat in Chelsea at around 9pm, and enjoyed an Italian meal before boarding a boat on the north bank of the River Thames for what he thought would be an enjoyable late-evening pleasure cruise. Here an assassin snuck up behind him and looped the orange rope around his neck. The killer pulled hard on the cord, lifting his victim off his feet, and garrotted him. Calvi struggled, and his flailing legs caused deep scrapes in the soles of his shoes from the boat’s hard deck, but his resistance was futile, he was strangled to death. Investigators worked out that the killer had brought the banker’s body to Blackfriars Bridge at just after midnight on 18 June. The orange rope had been tied into a lover’s knot to hold the body fast (the knot tightens under pressure), the corpse weighed down with the bricks and allowed to sink below the level of the river as it was high tide. As the tide retreated in the early hours of the morning, the body of Roberto Calvi was gradually revealed to the world.

Thanks to these findings it eventually became clear that this was no suicide, this was no ordinary man, and this was no ordinary murder. Was this, in fact, a murder designed to look like a suicide? Up until that day in 1982 there had been no indication that the Mafia were operating in Britain. If they were, this was a shocking way to announce the fact to the world.

It was this idea – that the Mafia could have been secretly operating within Britain long before the murder of Roberto Calvi – that drove my investigation. What was their relationship with the UK, and what made them feel the need to break cover with this shocking and very public murder? In search of answers, I travelled to the scene of the crime to meet a man who might have some information.

Peter Bleksley was a Metropolitan Police detective in 1982. As we walked along the foreshore of the Thames, Peter wrapped up against the morning breeze in a tan trench coat and looking every inch the retired detective, he talked me through his investigation. He could remember the reports of Calvi’s body having been found hanging beneath the bridge that now loomed in the distance as if it was yesterday. It became clear from Peter’s account that, despite the initial findings to the contrary, and based on the evidence he had heard and been privy to, he had quickly formed the opinion that this could have been murder. Calvi was 62, a touch overweight and far from in his physical prime. He would have had to climb over the edge of the bridge and navigate his way down and across the complex scaffolding beneath – in Peter’s words, ‘almost like an acrobat’ – only to then tie one end of a rope to the bridge and the other in a noose around his neck and jump, his pockets weighed down with bricks, into the river. Straight away, Peter’s first thought had been that this must be murder.

Peter told me that the cash found on Calvi’s body was comprised of a mix of currencies including Italian lira and Swiss francs. He also had on his person a passport in the name of Gian Roberto Calvini. The authorities soon discovered that the passport was a forgery, and that the body was actually that of Roberto Calvi, the chairman of the Banco Ambrosiano, Italy’s biggest private bank and one that held significant cash reserves belonging to the Vatican. The dead man was none other than Il Banchiere di Dio: God’s Banker.

Born in Milan in 1920, Roberto Calvi had banking in his blood – his father was the manager of the Banco Commerciale Italiano, one of the country’s biggest banks. When the Second World War ended, the young Calvi joined his father there – but just a couple of years later, in 1947, he left to join Banco Ambrosiano. At the time it was Italy’s second biggest bank. Founded in Milan in 1896 by a Catholic lawyer, and named after St Ambrose – the 4th-century archbishop of the city – it was an avowedly Catholic bank that became known as the ‘priests’ bank’. At one point the bank even required any prospective depositor to first provide a certificate to prove they had been baptized. One of Banco Ambrosiano’s chairmen was Franco Ratti – who was the nephew of Pope Pius XI, who became the first sovereign of the Vatican City State upon its creation in 1929.

By the 1960s Roberto Calvi had risen to the post of deputy chairman, and the bank was busy expanding its business – including opening a holding company in Luxembourg in 1963. In 1971 Calvi was made general manager, and by 1975 he had been appointed as chairman. Under Calvi’s watch Banco Ambrosiano continued to diversify its investments and interests, with an increasingly political and religious agenda. Off-shore companies were created in the Bahamas and South America, and funds were made available to help finance Italy’s biggest newspaper, the Corriere della Sera. Calvi also formed a close relationship with American Archbishop Paul Casimir Marcinkus. Marcinkus was the president of the Istituto per le Opere di Religione – the Institute for the Works of Religion. The more common name for this organization? The Vatican Bank.

Calvi used Banco Ambrosiano’s labyrinthine network of overseas banks and companies to move money out of Italy, to inflate share prices and to secure massive unsecured loans. But in 1978, the Banca d’Italia (Bank of Italy) produced a report on Ambrosiano that predicted future disaster. A criminal investigation was opened. On 29 January 1979 the investigating Milanese magistrate, Emilio Alessandrini, was shot dead on his way to the city’s Palace of Justice. He had also been responsible for several high-profile prosecutions of left-wing terrorists for attacks carried out during Italy’s ongoing ‘Years of Lead’ – the violent battle between far-left and far-right groups that had broken out in the late 1960s. It was one of these left-wing terrorist groups, Prima Linea, who were responsible for Alessandrini’s assassination. The Bank of Italy official who had overseen the inspection of Ambrosiano, Mario Sarcinelli, was arrested and imprisoned – before being released and eventually completely exonerated.

As we stood in the shadows beneath Blackfriars Bridge, Peter shared another key piece of his investigation with me. As he had dug further into the victim’s background he had uncovered another major Italian organization with whom the dead man had links: the Mafia. Calvi was a member of an illegal masonic lodge known as Propaganda Due, often shortened to ‘P2’. Founded in 1877 under the original name of Propaganda Massonica, but suspended in 1976 by the organization that oversaw the masonic lodges of Italy, the Grand Orient of Italy (GOI), P2 were nevertheless believed to have been involved in aspects of the Years of Lead, and there were also rumours that they were behind the arrest of Sarcinelli. P2 also had strong links to the Italian Mafia. And the nickname of the members of this shadowy masonic brotherhood? ‘Fratelli neri’ – they were literally the ‘black friars’, and would wear black cloaks to their secret meetings.

Propaganda Due fell under the auspices of the Grand Orient of Italy, the country’s ‘grand lodge’, founded in 1805 when Italy was under the control of Napoleon. The European masonic orders in the 19th century were very much based on the French model, and Italy was no exception. From 1901 to 1985 the Grand Orient of Italy was based at the Palazzo Giustiniani in Rome. The historic fraternal organization known as Freemasonry had its roots in the 14th century, in the guilds of stonemasons – if not even further back than that, with the Knights Templar. It had grown and spread in the 17th century and become increasingly structured and organized in the 18th and 19th centuries. This was an ancient and global organization. And so, despite being suppressed by Benito Mussolini in 1925, the Freemasons of Italy were able to survive and then expand again following the end of the Second World War.

In 1966 Propaganda Massonica renamed itself Propaganda Due. That same year a new member joined the lodge – Licio Gelli. Gelli was a former Italian ‘Blackshirt’ – the paramilitary wing of Mussolini’s Fascist Party – who had fought in support of General Franco’s fascist rebellion in the Spanish Civil War in the late 1930s, and acted as a liaison officer between Mussolini’s government and the powers of Nazi Germany during the Second World War. After the war he had fled to Argentina, accused of torture. There he forged links with Juan Perón – the man who would twice become President of the country, before returning to Italy to found a mattress company and embark on a career as a businessman. Following the military junta in Argentina, Gelli was rumoured to be involved in helping to end Perón’s 18-year exile in Spain and return him to Buenos Aires to re-enter the Presidential Palace in 1973. Also in 1973, Gelli rose to the rank of grandmaster of P2.

But in 1974 the GOI proposed that Gelli be banned from Freemasonry and that P2 be expelled from the official list of lodges, and the vote was carried. In 1976 Propaganda Due had its charter officially withdrawn by the Grand Orient of Italy and Gelli was expelled from the Freemasons. P2 didn’t disappear, however; Gelli merely took it underground. No longer recognized by the GOI, its very existence was now illegal in Italy – P2 was in direct contravention of Article 18 of the Italian constitution, approved by the Constituent Assembly on 22 December 1947, which stated explicitly that ‘secret associations and associations that, even indirectly, pursue political aims by means of organizations of military character, are prohibited’. P2 had become a ‘black’, or ‘covert’, lodge, with Gelli becoming known as ‘The Grand Puppet Master’. Two of the key members of P2 during its time operating illegally and in the shadows were major figures in Italian banking: Michele Sindona and none other than Roberto Calvi. Other members were so powerful, and spread across so many key pillars of modern Italian society including politics and the offices of state, that P2 was often referred to as ‘a state within a state’ or the ‘shadow government’. This was, not unlike the Mafia, an organization whose tentacles reached far and wide.

In Peter’s mind there seemed to be little doubt that the death of Roberto Calvi was not a murder disguised as a suicide at all – but a very open message. The location where the body was left – Blackfriars Bridge – was no coincidence when you knew that Calvi was a member of P2, Italy’s infamous fratelli neri.

The Italian Mafia has had a long and complex relationship with the symbolism and trappings of religion – and of the Catholic Church, in particular. From religious processions stopping outside the houses of Mafia bosses to pay homage to the local godfather, to mafiosi – in fear of arrest if they attend church – bringing their faith home by way of setting up altars and chapels in their houses and hideouts, the iconography of Catholicism was often close at hand. Several major mafiosi were found to have a Bible or prayer book beside their bed, or holy cards on their person, at the moment of their arrest. Some have even quoted passages from the scriptures during their trials.

The metaphysical symbolism present in so much of Catholicism was also widely employed by the Mafia. The fabled initiation ceremony, a blood oath about which I would learn much more as my journey into this world progressed, channelled the Christian idea of fire as rebirth and featured a prayer card prominently in the proceedings. It was a form of baptism, in blood and fire. Similarly, the idea of kissing the hand of the Mafia ‘Don’ (that honorific itself originating from the Latin dominus, meaning lord or master), like kissing the papal ring or the hand of Christ himself, was a sign of respect and submission to a higher power – a power capable of bestowing life or death, of offering protection, food and shelter. Even the word used for those who performed the ultimate act of betrayal and informed on their Mafia brethren – pentito, meaning one who is repentant – is steeped in religious inference. And several of those ‘penitents’ who have turned against the Mafia have claimed their change of heart was due to a religious crisis or epiphany.

The Italian Mafia had since its inception employed the words, actions and imagery of the Church for its own purposes – and operated and communicated using a complex code steeped in religious context. It had also developed its own rules of ritual killing, a grammar of death. Someone who lost face and shamed himself, his family or his clan, was shot in the face. Someone who stole money had his right hand cut off – as this was the hand most likely used to open a wallet. A show of serious disrespect to a senior member might lead to the perpetrator being shot in the legs. For a crime of passion, like cuckolding a Mafia boss, one might be shot in the genitals or castrated. The Cosa Nostra had historically punished traitors using an ancient method that echoes the biblical message of the ‘scapegoat’ – they had ‘goat-tied’ the guilty party, tying their wrists, ankles and neck together so that they strangle themselves. The bodies of Mafia victims have often held clues as to why they were killed – eyes, ears, tongues, hands or genitals cut or removed. Items placed in pockets or on the corpse were also steeped in meaning.

And these traditions crossed the Atlantic and were taken up in different forms by the US Mob too. FBI agent Joe Pistone, also known as ‘Donnie Brasco’, revealed how the Italian-American Mafia would leave a canary on the body of a victim believed to be a snitch or an informant, someone who had ‘sung’. When Pistone’s own Bonanno family mentor Dominick ‘Sonny Black’ Napolitano was killed by his own men he had his hands cut off for the sin of introducing an undercover agent to top Mafia bosses – the handshake is the gesture of introductions.

Speaking to Peter it became clear that Roberto Calvi’s death wasn’t just a murder, it was a symbolic killing designed to send a very specific message. Killing someone as influential as Calvi, and leaving his body to be discovered beneath one of Central London’s busiest bridges, was loudly and clearly telling the world that no matter who you are, or where you are, you are never beyond the reach of the Mafia. In Peter’s final words to me: ‘You can never rest easy, you can never sleep soundly, because wherever you go. . . we’ll find you.’

As I left Peter standing beneath Blackfriars Bridge I pondered the fact that, amazingly, the murder of Roberto Calvi is still, more than four decades later, officially unsolved. To try to understand how this could be the case, I travelled to a cosy Italian café a stone’s throw from London’s historic Smithfield Market to meet someone who could help fill me in. I wanted to know who might have killed Calvi, and why – and over a strong coffee Professor John Dickie, one of the UK’s top experts on the Mafia, laid it out for me. John revealed that at the time of his death Calvi, and his bank, were in deep, deep trouble.

On the morning of 13 November 1977, the citizens of Milan awoke to find banners plastered across the city alleging financial irregularities at Banco Ambrosiano. The claims were anonymous, but they led to a very real investigation into Calvi and his bank. In 1981 Calvi finally stood trial, charged with failing to report $50 million worth of currency dealings to the Bank of Italy, as required by law. He protested his innocence and, awaiting trial, he even tried to kill himself in prison, by cutting his own wrists. Calvi was eventually convicted, and sentenced to prison for four years. Many believe his successful prosecution was only possible because those in power who had up until now been able to secretly protect him, themselves members of the P2, were hobbled by the discovery of an explosive list of the lodge’s members during another investigation into rival banker, Michele Sindona.

Calvi lodged an appeal and was set free while awaiting the new trial. Incredibly, he was even able to go back to his job at Banco Ambrosiano and the bank was allowed to trade on the Milan Stock Exchange. This attempt to improve the transparency of the bank instead merely caused it to lose 20 per cent of its value on 5 May 1982, its first day of trading on the exchange. By June 1982, Calvi was running out of time. He had a hearing scheduled for 21 June, at which he was expected to account for the more than $1 billion hole in the bank’s finances.

Calvi was getting increasingly desperate in his search for ways to plug the gaps in his finances and keep the bank afloat. On 5 June he signed a typewritten letter to none other than Pope John Paul II, asking for the Vatican’s help and requesting an audience with the pontiff so he could explain what had happened. It seems he was ignored. Later, the high-ranking Vatican cardinal Rosario José Castillo Lara would claim that the Pope never received Calvi’s letter.

Whatever the truth, now fast running out of options, Calvi took the final, and perhaps fatal, step of getting in touch with Flavio Carboni. It was a decision, once made, that could not be taken back. And it’s here that things started to get really dangerous. Carboni was a Sardinian entrepreneur and ‘fixer’ with ties to criminal organizations in Rome and Sicily, including the infamous Banda Della Magliana, via Giuseppe ‘Pippo’ Calò, the man known as the Mafia’s cashier. It was Carboni, and his underworld connections, who helped Calvi secure a fake passport, his real documents long ago confiscated by the Italian authorities, and flee the country. With his hearing looming, Calvi disappeared.

Calvi was smuggled out of the north-eastern Italian port town of Trieste on a motorboat piloted by Carboni’s associate Silvano Vittor. They made their way across the Adriatic to Yugoslavia, and then on to Austria by car. The pair met Carboni in an Austrian town on the Swiss border, and from here Calvi and Vittor headed to Innsbruck, where they boarded a private plane. That plane landed in London on 15 June 1982, less than a week before Calvi’s scheduled hearing. By the time he arrived in the UK, Calvi had shaved off his trademark moustache.

Two days later, on 17 June, Banco Ambrosiano voted to remove the now-vanished Calvi as president and dissolve itself. Its shares crashed 30 per cent and its trading on the stock exchange was suspended. That same day Graziella Corrocher, Roberto Calvi’s long-term personal secretary, fell to her death from a window of Ambrosiano’s Milan headquarters. She reportedly left a note saying: ‘May Calvi be double cursed for the damage he has caused the bank and all its employees.’ Within 24 hours the body of Roberto Calvi would be found almost 700 miles away, hanging beneath London’s Blackfriars Bridge.

I quickly came to realize that Calvi had links to a lot of groups who might want to keep their dealings with him and his bank secret, not least P2, the Vatican and even the Mafia. In fact, in the months before his death, there were even rumours he might have been stealing from his deadliest clients, or that he might have been prepared to come clean on the origins of the money held by his banks in order to save his own skin. What better reason for them to want him dead?

I was curious as to why this Italian banker happened to be in London. One theory suggests he was on his way to America, to join his wife in Washington DC. But the explanation John offers also makes sense – that Calvi was most likely in our capital city, one of the world’s global financial centres, in a last-ditch and desperate bid to try to drum up investment to save his bank, and his life. He had contacts in the City, and probably felt London was a safe place, away from the eyes and ears of the Mafia. But John’s research painted a very different picture – of a Britain that was home to several dangerous Mafia operatives about whom Calvi may have been unaware. He revealed to me that a man named Francesco Di Carlo had been living in England since the late 1970s. He was a member of the Sicilian Mafia, the Cosa Nostra, and went by the name ‘Frankie the Strangler’, and I can see how he went on to become a chief suspect for the investigation.

Born in Altofonte, just outside Palermo, on 18 February 1941, Francesco Di Carlo was initiated into the Cosa Nostra in 1966. Elegant and intelligent, he was also an effective drug trafficker, and was made a capo (see here for a diagram of the structure of the Mafia) in the mid-1970s. But, when a row broke out regarding a drug deal, he was expelled from the Cosa Nostra. It was only due to his valuable years of service to the clan that they did not kill him, but instead sent him into exile. Di Carlo had to leave Italy. He moved to London, and Francesco became Frankie. He became a major drug smuggler and bought a mansion in Woking, Surrey.

Years later, having been arrested and then turned pentito, when he was asked about the hit on Calvi, Frankie explained that yes, he had been approached about the job – by none other than Pippo Calò. But by the time he was able to reply to Calò about it he was told the task had already been given to members of the Neapolitan Mafia, the Camorra. Di Carlo would eventually finger two Neapolitans for the murder. One of them, Vincenzo Casillo, had been assassinated in Rome on 29 January 1983, a bomb igniting under his car when he pressed down the pedal, just six months after the killing of God’s Banker. The other, Sergio Vaccari, was silenced even sooner – he was murdered barely three months after Calvi, and in London. A small-time drug dealer, he was not on the authorities’ radar, and no immediate links were drawn between him and Calvi. But not only was Vaccari stabbed 15 times, including in the mouth, he was also found with papers relating to P2 on his body, along with several bricks similar to those recovered from Calvi’s corpse. It would later be discovered that Vaccari had even been offered the possibility of moving to a new flat by his then-landlord – in Chelsea Cloisters, where Calvi had been living when he was killed.

To my eyes it looked as though not just Calvi but also the man that murdered him – Sergio Vaccari – were killed on British soil. John was quick to agree with me that this seemed the most likely scenario. And yet no one was ever successfully brought to justice for either of these vicious murders committed in England’s capital. Having spoken to Peter and now John, I was intrigued. Was the murder of God’s Banker a one-off, or were there other active Mafia cells operating in the UK?

I decided to dig a little deeper, but soon found that there are very few newspaper articles from the last 50 years that reference the Mafia in
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