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AT HOME IN Italy



Sometimes when I’m mindlessly stirring cherry tomatoes in a saucepan, or ironing a favorite shirt I bought at a wedding in Palermo, I think about what my life would be like had a string of coincidences not fallen into place.


What if I hadn’t been at a reporter’s desk in Vermont, contemplating a move, when my sister came looking for a roommate in Italy? What if that job had never opened up in Milan just as I was considering the flight back home? It’s like closing your eyes and pondering what would have happened if your parents had never met. Of course, I have no idea what I’d be doing now if I hadn’t moved to Italy, but I know exactly what I would never have done. I would never have been able to drive to the Riviera on a whim. I would never have skied Mount Etna hours before it erupted. I doubt that I would have spared vacation time to walk through Venice on a silent, rainy weekday in February and seen la Serenissima the way it was meant to be seen. I can say with certainty that I would never have found myself pacing around Giorgio Armani’s empty apartment, dodging cat litter boxes while I waited for him to show up for an interview. These are odd, once-in-a-lifetime experiences the average traveler would see as a windfall, and the resident of Italy almost takes for granted.


You don’t have to be an adventurer or a collector of bizarre experiences to appreciate Italy. There are as many reasons to move here as there are people who do, whether to ski in the Alps every weekend in the winter, cycle through the cypress-lined hills of Tuscany every weekend in spring, spend summers loafing on the rose-colored beaches of Sardinia, eat porcini and drink Brunello di Montalcino in the Apennines, spend years studying the frescoes of Giotto in the Scrovegni Chapel, or become an expert on a little-known quarter of Rome.




[image: image]


view of Florence.
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pizza Napoli
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street in Rome








The pleasures and beauty of Italy are legendary, but the thing that really keeps you here is the people. The calm pace and perspective of Italians rub off on even the most rigid and restless foreigner. Living in this beautiful country also affects your worldview. Whether you believe that Europe’s mores represent the past and that the continentals look to the west for the future, or are beginning to suspect that the opposite may be true, there is no substitute for living in the cradle of Western civilization to grasp where we have been, and how ideas and empires have blossomed and died. When discussing current events, your convictions will be strengthened or tested after sharing dinner tables with people who have survived a war in their backyards and lived under the specter of domestic terrorism throughout much of their lives. In the end, I think this is the part of living in Italy I would have missed the most had I never landed here in the first place. I have made some very good friends.




[image: image]

fruit market in Florence
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Roman Forum
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What I Love About Italy


• When you order an orange juice in the morning, the bartender picks up an orange.


• You don’t leave home without your sunglasses.


• Espresso and cappuccino are perfect every time, and paid for with a few coins.


• You live comfortably within your means, and wealth inequality is almost unnoticed.


• Your 3 o’clock meeting is in a 700-year-old frescoed palace.


• Everything is a work of art.


• Five weeks of vacation are the norm, and some of the nicest vacation spots in the world are only a few hours’ drive away.


• Simple, traditional recipes + fresh, local ingredients = a great meal.


• You can still find a cobbler to repair a shoe—and it is done with care.


• Friends and family greet you at the airport.


• Saturday: Ski a steep, powdery slope in the Alps. Sunday: Sunbathe on the Riviera.
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WELCOME TO ITALY
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INTRODUCTION



The Lay of the Land


COUNTRY DIVISIONS


WEATHER


FLORA AND FAUNA


Social Climate


AN AMERICAN IN ROME


ITALY AND FOREIGNERS


When you step off the plane in Italy, feel the balmy breeze, and hear the conversations of people who don’t seem to have a care in the world, it’s as if you’ve returned to a more innocent time. You can see the relief on Italians’ faces when they hear their own language and share a wisecrack with a perfect stranger about a baggage belt that’s taking hours to get rolling. This is our country, they think, warts and all, and we wouldn’t have it any other way. They may have just returned from London or Munich or Brussels, all very orderly places where problems are quickly resolved and anyway don’t seem to pop up quite as frequently, but where people seem to be more stressed nonetheless.


Sure, there are Italians who feel exasperated with a lot of things about their country, but they’ll rarely complain about it. When faced with a long line at the post office, they don’t fume over it and stamp their feet, but rather occupy themselves with more important thoughts, like where to go for dinner that night, or else they strike up a conversation with the person next to them.


This human touch, a tolerance bordering on appreciation for the country’s blissful imperfections, is what makes an everyday event such as grocery shopping more a recreational activity than a chore. In Italy, it’s not a matter of driving to the supermarket and loading as many plastic bags into a minivan in as little time as possible. Instead, you’ll walk down cobblestone alleys to markets where vendors spend the time to tell you how to prepare a certain fish or which vegetable to choose as a side dish, even if it means that the person behind you has to wait a few more minutes.
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The Lay of the Land


A patriotic poem written during the unification of Italy noted that the three colors of the Italian flag represent the variety of the country’s geography: red, the glow of the South’s volcanoes; white, the snow of the Alps; green, the Po River plain. The lines may come off as a little cloying, but once you set eyes on Italy, it is hard not to wax poetic. It is one of the most captivating landscapes in the world, containing every conceivable hue, altitude, temperature, and texture. In a rare instance of understatement, Italians call it simply il bel paese (the beautiful country).


All this is packed into a peninsula that, at 300,000 square kilometers (115,800 square miles), is about the size of Arizona and holds some 58 million inhabitants, or roughly one-quarter of the U.S. population. Traveling the country’s coastline and its mountainous surface, you’ll see why Italian architects and road engineers had to be so talented. There is hardly a straight line or flat surface to be seen. The country has approximately 7,600 kilometers (4,722 miles) of jagged, mostly mountainous coastline (depending on how precisely you measure it). The only inland sections that aren’t covered by mountains or foothills are the Po River plain and a few patches in the South. The country’s mountainous spine runs from Liguria in the northwest to Reggio Calabria at the tip of the boot. Even the two island regions, Sicily and Sardinia, are nothing but hills and coast.


Unlike many Western European countries, Italy is not dominated by one capital city with the rest of the countryside bowing to it. Yes, all roads lead to Rome sooner or later, but all train tracks, you might say, lead to Bologna, the busiest station in the country, and much of the air traffic to Italy is now routed through Milan. Italy is sliced up into many spheres of influence that date back centuries, when the peninsula was a collection of fractious duchies, republics, and city-states.


Italians now mentally divide their unified country into North and South. You’re either a northerner, a southerner, or from the boundary in between, namely Tuscany, Umbria, and Le Marche. (Le Marche even gets its name from the Germanic term for a borderland, marka.) This is how the prime living chapters of this book are organized: northwest, northeast, central regions, and south.


The North can be defined as those regions whose waters flow into the Po; in fact, those who would like to see the industrial North separate from the rest of the country consider themselves part of a make-believe land called Padania, which takes its name from the Po River plain. There are no common ethnic or historical ties here, just a river that connects a string of prosperous peoples.


The Po starts high in the foothills of Piedmont, where the Italian Alps brush up against the French and Swiss borders. At the confluence of those three countries is Val d’Aosta, boasting the highest elevation in Europe (Mont Blanc, detto Monte Bianco, at 4,748 meters [15,580 feet] on the Italian side) and the lowest population of all Italian regions (about 120,000 inhabitants). From there, the melting snow makes its way downhill to Turin and weaves just south of the vineyards that produce some of Italy’s most impressive wines. At the Lombardy border, it is joined by the Ticino, which brings frigid water down from the lakes region near the Swiss canton that gives the river its name. More powerful now, the Po rolls by small but historically significant cities: Pavia, the site of a very old university and one of the most important monasteries in Italy; Cremona, home of the Stradivarius violin; and Ferrara, which claims to have invented the modern theater. From there, the Po flows out into the Adriatic.


North of the river, a line of influential cities runs along the base of the Lombard Alps and the Dolomites of south Tyrol, historically part of Austria. These cities still carry the flavor of their Austrian and Venetian conquerors, as well as their Lombard settlers. Milan is Italy’s financial capital and ground zero for fashion and design. Bergamo, a jewel of a walled city, produced artistic greats such as Caravaggio. Verona, fictional home of Romeo and Juliet, is set in the vineyards along the southern rim of Lake Garda, which reaches into the Teutonic-flavored region of Trentino-Alto Adige. Padua’s university produced Galileo and others. Venice, the best known, perhaps needs no introduction at all.


North of Venice is a once-impoverished hinterland better known now for its family enterprises, operating in sectors ranging from furniture to liquor to shoes and clothing. A few of these small businesses have gone on to international acclaim. (The Benetton family, for example, from Treviso, started out with a small sweater-making business.) Farther north lies Friuli Venezia Giulia, the forests and vineyards that eventually give way to the Julian Alps in the north, and to the east is the limestone karst around Trieste. The landscape appears as foreign as the largely Slovenian-speaking population that inhabits it. The entire northern Adriatic coast, which swapped hands in a brutal manner through two world wars, seems to have more in common with parts of the Austro-Hungarian Empire than with Italy.


The Italian peninsula starts south of the Po, extending from Liguria, at the western end of the mountainous Italian Riviera, and sloping down into the plains of Emilia-Romagna, the breadbasket of Italy and home to some of the nation’s wealthiest cities. Emilia’s cities—Parma, Modena, Bologna, and Reggio Emilia—are known as places where you’re guaranteed to eat and live well. Per-capita income here is pegged at about US$900 a month, which may not sound like a high number to a New Yorker, but it’s more than twice the average found in the southern regions of Calabria and Basilicata and the island region of Sardinia. Romagna, along the coast, is best known for the teeming beach resort of Rimini and the ancient mosaics at Ravenna.


Tucked into the hills of Romagna, on the border with Le Marche, is the Republic of San Marino, a tax haven that doubles as an excuse for Italy to hold an extra Formula One Grand Prix every year. (It’s not a novel idea. France does the same with Monaco.) In relation to the rest of Italy, San Marino is a small consideration, both culturally and geographically. If you swatted a fly on a map of Italy, it would cover more ground than this tiny republic.


South of Bologna, the Apennines spread out their hilly fingers from coast to coast. They define the northern border of central Italy, once the cradle of the Renaissance and now a hot spot for tourists and foreign homeowners. The attractions include not only the artistic treasures of Florence, but also the vineyards in the Tuscan countryside and the coast of Versilia in the summertime. Those crowded Mediterranean beaches stretch from the Gulf of Poets, in Liguria, to the port of Livorno. They pass by the inland cities of Pisa, with its famous tower, and Lucca, a classic medieval city that never fails to charm. On the other side of the peninsula, the regions of Umbria and Le Marche host fewer blockbuster attractions but have started to see new legions of house-shoppers drawn by the area’s ideal climate and calming pastoral beauty.
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a vineyard in Tuscany





Tuscany rolls downhill past the cape that juts toward the isle of Elba. The region passes through the scrub brush of the Maremma, the cowboy country of northern Lazio, until it meets the civilization of Rome. On the Adriatic side, the highlands of Le Marche heave up to the snowcapped peaks of Abruzzo, inhabited by bears, wolves, chamois, and bighorns. Maybe because of its untamed wilderness, Abruzzo is considered part of the South, though it lies on the exact latitude of Lazio, which is thought of as the center. More likely, Abruzzo is classified as southern because the rough-and-tumble people aren’t as well-heeled as their neighbors.


Here begins the Mezzogiorno, or “Midday,” so named because the South is where the sun hovers at noon, at least from the point of view of Romans and their other geographic superiors. The expression has become a poetic euphemism for the poorest part of the peninsula. What the South lacks in euros, though, it more than makes up for in warm hospitality, ancient history, good food, and pristine beaches. The waters on either side of the boot’s ankle compete for the title of Most Spectacular Coastline: the Gargano promontory’s breathtaking and sparsely inhabited cliffs; and the stunning Amalfi Coast, with its jubilant flower gardens and capricious summertime fun. The land becomes more mysterious as you move south into Calabria, Basilicata, and southern Puglia. The dome-shaped trulli (stone houses) and tarantella of Puglia still mystify guests with their Eastern flavor, while the mountain valleys of Basilicata and Calabria retain the same sun-drenched silence they enjoyed in the days of the Greeks. Some ancient settlements still keep their secrets, buried for millennia under silt and only now beginning to see the light of day.


COUNTRY DIVISIONS


Each of Italy’s 20 regions is divided into provinces, something like counties in the United States, in that they are based on population and share a tribunale (courthouse). A lot of national bureaucracy is administered at this level, such as car registration; every license plate carries the province’s initials. In 2016, doing away with the provincial structure was proposed, but the referendum failed and the provinces remain. The province is also a point of reference when talking about very small towns. For example, instead of naming the little village in Campania where a fire broke out, a newscaster will usually say nel Casertano (near Caserta). Any time you pick up a brochure for a hotel or restaurant in a small town, the name of the town will be accompanied by the province’s initials, to give you some indication of where it is.


Each province is divided into comuni (towns), the lowest level of local government. The jurisdiction of the comune encompasses not only the village, but also outlying settlements known as frazioni. As a foreigner, you’ll likely make several trips to the town’s offices to register for a tax ID number; as a homeowner, you’ll need to visit the offices to obtain permits for building and renovations.


The most powerful local authority remains the region, which administers such state-run systems as education and health care. Each region has its own assembly and president, and handpicked by the president is an entourage of assessori, often translated into English as “inspectors.” (Those who have seen Roberto Benigni’s Life Is Beautiful might remember his charade as an assessore of education, visiting a grade school with the tricolor sash awkwardly tangled between his legs, but commanding the full attention of the schoolteachers nonetheless.) Regional authorities can wield considerable influence.


The country has its autonomous and semiautonomous regions, designated as such because of their cultural distance from Rome: Trentino-Alto Adige, Val d’Aosta, Friuli Venezia Giulia, Sardinia, and Sicily. But the enduring push for federalismo, a federal structure, has less to do with culture than economics. The driving force behind federalism is the diverse character of regional balance sheets. Many northerners, especially from Piedmont, Lombardy, and the Veneto, believe that they contribute more than they benefit from national spending. Currently, regions have no tax-collecting authority, but rather rely on the distribution of national revenues, which is supposed to be proportionate. Federalists wish it were more so.


Southern politicians find themselves in a tough spot here because the South has little to gain from the movement. The former mayor of Catania, Enzo Bianco, tried to explain regionalization to a group of local students like this: People have different needs and customs in the North than they do in the South, and decision-making powers should reflect that. Store hours are a good example. A shopkeeper in Milan may want to stay open during the traditional lunch break to attract more business, but it’s too hot in the Sicilian city of Siracusa to be working at midday.


The real reason, of course, that northerners push so hard for a federal structure is that they prefer to spend money closer to where it is earned. They have found kindred spirits in the conservatives, which is only logical, considering the center-right coalition includes the formerly separatist Northern League (though, ironically, the fervently pro-unity National Alliance is also part of the coalition).
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the shoreline of Lake Como





WEATHER


Italy’s Mediterranean climate is one of the country’s greatest selling points. In the spring, it is warm and not too wet. In the fall, it is cool, sometimes a little damp, but not too windy. In the winter, well, the North and the mountains will get snow, but anyone who is used to brutally cold winters at home will find most of Italy very temperate. Summers are hot, except in the mountains and at the beach, where all Italians enjoy the month of August. Then come the rains, like clockwork on September 1, and tanned faces return to the city to do it all over again.


Italians can’t complain, but sometimes they still do. Specifically, in the summertime. It cannot be stressed enough how infernally hot it can become in August. Coastal cities get a little bit of a reprieve, even in the South. Rome is not quite on the water, though, so summers there are not much more comfortable than in Bologna or Milan.


In Rome, the heat can come early. Even in late May, you sometimes have to seek shelter in the shade every five minutes when walking down the street. I mean it: If you are not a hot-weather person, carefully consider the summer temperatures of your new hometown unless you have a foolproof plan to get to the sea or mountains in July and August.


FLORA AND FAUNA


Because of this balmy Mediterranean weather and the vegetation it can support, Italy calls itself “the garden of Europe.” All along the highways, in small towns, and everywhere in between, the country is teeming with azaleas, bougainvillea, roses, grapes, and palm trees. The hills are alive with olives, citrus, chestnuts, mushrooms, watermelons, cherries, pears, and apples. Corner vegetable stands overflow with locally grown bright yellow peppers, green onions, purple eggplant, many varieties of ripe tomatoes (in at least three different shapes), apricots, artichokes, green and white asparagus, and avocados. If you locked yourself in the kitchen with a full day’s worth of groceries, you could prepare everything in your favorite cookbook and still have much of the bounty left over.


It may seem a little odd to begin a section on flora and fauna with a grocery list, but in a country where most available land is devoted to agriculture, flora and fauna mean food—fauna, especially. Coming to Italy from Vermont, where it seems a new species of animal crosses in front of your headlights every evening, I can’t help but notice that almost the only mammals you see in Italy are livestock: sheep, goats, some cattle, and pigs. In fact, the only wild mammal I can remember seeing is the ubiquitous cinghiale, or wild boar, best known for its starring role in stews and sausages.




A Look at the Regions


ABRUZZO


• Population: 1,331,000


• Provinces: Aquila (AQ), Chieti (CH), Pescara (PE), Teramo (TE)


BASILICATA


• Population: 576,000


• Provinces: Matera (MT), Potenza (PZ)


CALABRIA


• Population: 1,976,000


• Provinces: Catanzaro (CZ), Cosenza (CS), Crotone (KR), Reggio Calabria (RC), Vibo Valentia (VV)


CAMPANIA


• Population: 5,861,000


• Provinces: Avellino (AV), Benevento (BN), Caserta (CE), Naples (NA), Salerno (SA)


EMILIA-ROMAGNA


• Population: 4,450,000


• Provinces: Bologna (BO), Ferrara (FE), Forli (FO), Modena (MO), Parma (PR), Piacenza (PC), Ravenna (RA), Reggio Emilia (RE), Rimini (RN)


FRIULI VENEZIA GIULIA


• Population: 1,227,000


• Provinces: Gorizia (GO), Pordenone (PN), Trieste (TS), Udine (UD)


LAZIO


• Population: 5,892,000


• Provinces: Frosinone (FR), Latina (LT), Rieti (RI), Rome (ROMA), Viterbo (VT)


LIGURIA


• Population: 1,583,000


• Provinces: Genoa (GE), Imperia (IM), La Spezia (SP), Savona (SV)


LE MARCHE


• Population: 1,551,000


• Provinces: Ancona (AN), Ascoli Piceno (AP), Macerata (MC), Pesaro-Urbino (PS)


LOMBARDY


• Population: 10,003,000


• Provinces: Bergamo (BG), Brescia (BS), Como (CO), Cremona (CR), Lecco (LC), Lodi (LO), Mantua (MN), Milan (MI), Monza (MZ), Pavia (PV), Sondrio (SO), Varese (VA)


MOLISE


• Population: 313,000


• Provinces: Campobasso (CB), Isernia (IS)


PIEDMONT


• Population: 4,424,000


• Provinces: Alessandria (AL), Asti (AT), Biella (BI), Cuneo (CN), Novara (NO), Turin (TO), Verbania (VB), Vercelli (VC)


PUGLIA


• Population: 4,090,000


• Provinces: Bari (BA), Brindisi (BR), Foggia (FG), Lecce (LE), Taranto (TA)


SARDINIA


• Population: 1,663,000


• Provinces: Cagliari (CA), Nuoro (NU), Oristano (OR), Sassari (SS)


SICILY


• Population: 5,030,000


• Provinces: Agrigento (AG), Caltanissetta (CL), Catania (CT), Enna (EN), Messina (ME), Palermo (PA), Ragusa (RG), Siracusa (SR), Trapani (TP)


TUSCANY


• Population: 3,752,000


• Provinces: Arezzo (AR), Florence (FI), Grosseto (GR), Livorno (LI), Lucca (LU), Massa-Carrara (MS), Pisa (PI), Pistoia (PT), Prato (PO), Siena (SI)


TRENTINO-ALTO ADIGE


• Population: 1,056,000


• Provinces: Bolzano (BZ), Trento (TN)


UMBRIA


• Population: 894,000


• Provinces: Perugia (PG), Terni (TR)


VAL D’AOSTA


• Population: 128,000


• Province: Aosta (AO)


VENETO


• Population: 4,928,000


• Provinces: Belluno (BL), Padua (PD), Rovigo (RO), Treviso (TV), Venice (VE), Verona (VR), Vicenza (VI)





If you want to spot a mammal in Italy that’s not synonymous with a local specialty, Italy’s network of national parks can offer at least a few. One of my favorites is the Gran Sasso park, in Abruzzo. On your hike up the tallest peaks in the Apennines, you’ll see plenty of chamois, and possibly a wolf or bear. Many of the Italian hikers you’ll see in those mountains, running down the spine of the peninsula, are there to spot the fauna—again, mostly for food. Several varieties of edible mushrooms grow in the Apennines, making it a sort of national hobby on par with chestnut-gathering. The other precious flora is the truffle, whose hunters are there for the big payout that comes with every tiny tuber.


Italy has such a wide spectrum of altitudes and terrain in such a tight space that in a single day you can see tropical species in the morning, move through a stand of temperate, deciduous trees in the afternoon, and be in the midst of a boreal forest by dinner. The lakes region, especially the shores of Como and Maggiore, has a bizarre microclimate where palm trees and snow-covered firs fit in the same panorama. It’s no wonder that camera-toting tourists flock to these shores.


Social Climate


AN AMERICAN IN ROME


Of all the patience Italians possess, they seem to reserve the most for their visitors from the United States. That says a lot about the Italian character. Relations have been tense under certain administrations, sometimes even chilly when it comes to foreign policy. But Italians are the eternal masters of mediation, and, on a personal level at least, they and Americans regularly come to the conclusion that they share more values than they harbor differences. Any minor deviation from Italian cultural norms is greeted with immense tolerance.
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Rome’s centro storico





This is also good business sense. The millions of dollars that Americans spend in Italy—one of our favorite foreign destinations, perhaps because we are treated so well—represent a good portion of the nation’s tourism income, which in turn is a significant source of total revenues. When Americans stop coming to Italy in large numbers, as happened in the months following September 11, 2001, and when the euro exchange crested at 1.40 to the dollar, the service industry gets very jittery.


Italians have hosted Americans and U.S. businesses for a long time now and are used to their quirks. After World War II, U.S. soldiers patrolled the streets of Rome and Naples, followed by the expat café-dwellers of the roaring 1950s. The 1954 film An American in Rome is about an Italian so enamored with the United States that he pretends to be from Kansas City. The movie takes a few good-natured jabs at the baseball hat-wearing, spaghetti-slurping crowd, but the nasal American accent of actor Alberto Sordi is still endearing to the Italian ear. In the 1980s, McDonald’s, basketball, and Coca-Cola were king, and to some extent they have endured the vicissitudes of style and the antiglobalization movement of the late 1990s. The symbols still conjure a Sordi-esque vision of a wide-eyed, youthfully energetic people.


ITALY AND FOREIGNERS


They may not always agree with Americans, or they may point out domestic problems in the United States and other eyebrow-raising idiosyncrasies of American behavior, but on the whole, most Italians are willing to listen to American points of view with a certain deference. They reserve some respect for the people who helped them defeat Fascism and accommodated many of their own families during the mass migration at the turn of the 20th century. It’s safe to say that, of all the nationalities that have relocated to Italy in the past decade, Americans enjoy a place of honor.


Others don’t receive the same warm welcome. Italy has experienced mass immigration over the past two decades and it has been a struggle. While Italy may consider itself a very tolerant country with better-than-average relations with the Muslim world, the construction of mosques in the shadow of St. Peter’s gets under the skin of a good portion of the electorate. The number of immigrants to Italy, especially from Africa and the Middle East, has risen dramatically, and some Italians immediately equate this with a perceived rise in the crime rate. Every time an immigrant lands in trouble—for burglary, kidnapping, or the like—the papers have led with the story. This got the media into trouble when, after a mother and child were found dead in their bathroom in southeastern Piedmont, the headlines read: “Albanians on the Run.” Turns out, it was actually the mother who killed the child and then herself. The mea culpa that followed was short-lived.


Such xenophobes have found an outlet in the Northern League. Once a separatist party fueled by small northern businesses irritated by national aid for the South, the group has since found an easier target in immigration. The Northern League makes a lot of headlines abroad and tends to paint Italy as a country of racists, but the party has lately garnered well under 10 percent of the national vote. Its power is mostly concentrated in small pockets of Veneto and Lombardy, two of the more prosperous regions where immigrants are lured to low-paying jobs.





HISTORY, GOVERNMENT, AND ECONOMY



History


THE RISE AND FALL OF ROME


THE DARK AGES


MEDIEVAL ITALY


THE RENAISSANCE AND THE FOREIGN INVASION


UNIFICATION


THE RISE AND FALL OF FASCISM


RECONSTRUCTION


THE YEARS OF LEAD


CLEAN HANDS AND SILVIO BERLUSCONI


Government


THE JUDICIARY


Economy


Every day in Italy is a walk through history. Latin expressions are tossed around ad lib, medieval rivalries persist, ancient dialects are still spoken, post-Fascists and Communists remain in government, and streets bear the names of historical figures. The country’s past is very much a part of its present, reexamined and reinterpreted in daily conversations.


Anyone who moves here should at least brush up on the basics. Only after you understand Italy’s long and complicated history can you begin to understand why politicians say the things they do.
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History



THE RISE AND FALL OF ROME


Passing over the peninsula’s prehistoric inhabitants and the mysterious Etruscans of the Bronze Age, a good jumping-off point into Italy’s history is the founding of the Roman Republic in 510 BC. After the citizens of this small shepherding town overthrew their Etruscan overlords, they slowly grew an empire by forming alliances with other tribes in Latium, now known as Lazio. They built military roads and established colonies up and down the peninsula, offering Roman citizenship to the conquered inhabitants.


What the Romans lacked in culture, they more than made up for in government, engineering, and military prowess. In theory, political power in the republic lay with the people, who voted as centuries, or tribes. In practice, though, government was entrusted to the Senate, made up of aristocratic families. This arrangement caused tension between the patricians (the nobility) and the plebeians (the populace), and led to the Social Wars in 91 BC. With the city in chaos, a military commander named Sulla staged a bloody coup and brought his armies within the city walls, long considered a religious taboo. His cohort, Pompey the Great, then took control of the city. The republic was passed down to Pompey’s lieutenant and rival in this triumvirate, Julius Caesar.


Caesar was an intellectual who studied under Greek masters and could claim almost no military training, and yet he proved to be one of the republic’s greatest generals, conquering Gaul and extending Rome’s borders to the Rhine. But the height of expansion came under his grandnephew, Octavian, who renamed himself Caesar Augustus. The reign of Augustus (27 BC to AD 14) gave birth to a Pax Romana, when Rome’s military dominance brought an end to major battles in Western Europe for close to two centuries. It also marked the decline of democratic institutions.


Augustus claimed to hold dear the values of the republic, all the while stripping the Senate of its power. He awarded himself titles and offices, and described his role as that of the “first citizen.” (To this day in Italy, a mayor is often referred to as il primo cittadino.) The emperors that followed Augustus became nothing short of dictators. Some of them were enlightened leaders, others unscrupulous tyrants. The more colorful characters in the 1st century included Caligula, a murderous and chemically imbalanced emperor who managed to appoint his horse a lifetime member of the Senate, and Nero, whose contributions included (allegedly) burning down the city before he was driven from power. Nero committed suicide in AD 68, pronouncing, “What an artist I destroy.”


The Flavian dynasty represented the better half of the century. The first of these emperors, Vespasian, built the Colosseum in AD 80. That dynasty was followed by Trajan, under whom the empire was at its geographical apex, and later by Hadrian, who oversaw the construction of Rome’s most impressive engineering feat, the Pantheon. (It is the largest dome ever built of concrete, a material the Romans invented.) Next came Marcus Aurelius, a Stoic philosopher and admired politician who built the walls that now demarcate the boundary of downtown Rome. Their construction coincided with a shift in Rome’s military strategy from one of expansion to one of defensive isolation.
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a Greek temple in modern-day Calabria





Things started falling apart for the empire in the 3rd century. The era was marked by one assassination after another, and also by the threat of attack—either from the Franks in the north or from the overtaxed populace itself. By the 4th century, the emperor, Diocletian, had to resort to severe legislation to maintain order. He fixed prices, passed a decree that every son must follow the profession of his father, and levied stiff taxes. To implement these orders, he created a bureaucracy that divided the empire into eastern and western halves. The western half was headquartered at Milan, and later at Ravenna, two important commercial centers at the time.


Constantine instead relied on religion to keep order as emperor. Christianity was never very popular in imperial Rome—Nero liked to use Christians as human torches to illuminate his garden at night—but now, spirituality swept across the peninsula. In these troubled times for the empire, the Christians witnessed a reversal of fortune, as the pagans became the persecuted. Sensing this growing power base, Constantine issued an edict of toleration in 313 and then, in 330, established the eastern empire’s capital in Byzantium.


Byzantium prospered as the western emperors’ hold crumbled and the barbaric tribes north of the Alps showed more skill with the sword. By this time the Goths, the Franks, and the Lombards had been overrunning the far reaches of the empire for a century, and they were now prepared to take the peninsula.


THE DARK AGES


Enter Alaric, a Visigoth. When he attacked Rome in 410, the citizens practically opened the gates for him—and then crept out themselves, fleeing to the hills. Their emperor, Honorius, had read the writing on the wall, and so was hiding out in Ravenna. Unlike some of the foreign occupiers to follow, Alaric wasn’t too interested in ruling, mostly just in raiding, and the gold he looted from Rome is said to be buried still with his tomb under a river in Calabria.


Next came Attila the Hun—not much of a negotiator, but he was persuaded by Pope Leo not to sack the city. He was followed by Gaiseric the Vandal, and then a line of Goths leading to Theodoric. Theodoric set up shop in Ravenna, holding off the Lombards, who had taken control of the northern plains and had moved all the way south to Tuscany. Theodoric was one in a long line of Italianized foreigners: “An able Goth wants to be like a Roman,” he said. “Only a poor Roman would want to be like a Goth.”


The popes had their own ideas of how Italy should be run. After the collapse of the western empire, they had taken the reins of an embattled Eternal City and stressed the notion that the church was not just a spiritual power, but also a temporal one. Pope Gregory II cut Rome’s ties with Constantinople in 731 and started looking for military allies. He was most concerned with thwarting the advance of the Lombards, as well as Byzantium’s legions of—imagine the irony—Roman troops. In 800, the pope named the king of the Franks, Charlemagne, as the new Roman emperor.




Timeline


• 600 BC: Etruscans make Rome their capital.


• 510 BC: The Roman Republic is founded.


• 49 BC: Rome, under Julius Caesar, rules the Mediterranean.


• 44 BC: Caesar is dead, long live Caesar Augustus.


• AD 80: Colosseum is completed.


• 117 to 138: Hadrian builds his mausoleum, wall, and villa.


• 249 to 250: First empire-wide persecution of Christians occurs.


• 395: Theodosius divides leadership of the empire between his two sons, one in Rome and the second at Byzantium; Goths pour into the North.


• 410: Rome is sacked by Alaric, falls to other invaders in 475.


• 800: Charlemagne is crowned Holy Roman Emperor.


• 1065: Crusades begin.


• 1091: Normans take control of Sicily from Arabs.


• 1150 to 1300: Clashes take place between Guelfs and Ghibellines.


• 1182: Holy Roman Emperor Frederick Barbarossa recognizes autonomy of the Lombard League.


• 1222: University of Padua is founded.


• 1303: Popes vacate for Avignon; Giotto starts work on the Scrovegni Chapel.


• 1499: Leonardo da Vinci completes The Last Supper.


• 1508: Michelangelo starts the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.


• 1513: Machiavelli publishes The Prince.


• 1641: Galileo applies the pendulum to clocks, a year before he dies.


• 1796: Napoleon invades.


• 1853: Giuseppe Verdi’s La Traviata is first performed.


• 1861: The Kingdom of Italy is born.


• 1915: Italy enters World War I on the side of Britain and France.


• 1934: Italy wins its first soccer World Cup (won again in 1938, 1982, and 2006).


• 1940: Mussolini drags Italy into World War II on Germany’s side.


• 1943: Italy signs an armistice with the Allies; Mussolini is killed by partisans.


• 1961: Federico Fellini directs La Dolce Vita.


• 1969: A bomb in Milan’s Piazza Fontana kills 16 and kicks off a decade of terrorism.


• 1978: Prime Minister Aldo Moro is kidnapped and then murdered.


• 1993: Prime Minister Bettino Craxi resigns amid corruption charges.


• 1994: Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia party wins elections; coalition later collapses.


• 2001: Berlusconi returns to Palazzo Chigi after a brief, history-making rule by the center-left.


• 2006: Romano Prodi’s center-left government returns to power after the Supreme Court upholds his razor-thin victory.


• 2008: Berlusconi regains control as the economy slides into recession.


• 2009: A massive earthquake decimates the Abruzzo region.


• 2011: Italy’s staggering debt crisis forces Berlusconi to resign; he is replaced by former EU commissioner Mario Monti.
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the “other” Roman coliseum, in Verona





The 8th and 9th centuries embodied the depths of the Dark Ages for Italy. Rome was nearly abandoned, except for the popes, leaving the imperial buildings to decay while the clergy built hundreds of churches and cloisters. Most of the rest of the peninsula was overrun by barbarians, who offered scant political or cultural contributions. One place that did prosper was Venice. Over the next few hundred years, it rose to power with the other maritime republics—Amalfi, Pisa, and Genoa—whose four symbols now grace the flag of the Italian Navy. (Pisa was once on the sea.)


The end of the Dark Ages in Italy is usually defined as the birth of the Holy Roman Empire, commenced in 962 by Charlemagne’s successor, Otto the Great. It saw a reorganization of power into fiefdoms, and the peninsula divided itself into a jigsaw puzzle of duchies, city-states, and republics. The fractiousness that resulted lasted until at least the unification of Italy in 1861. Many would argue it still exists today.


MEDIEVAL ITALY


When the Turks conquered the Holy Land in 1065, the popes found themselves in an enviable position. As the de facto organizing force behind the Crusades, the papacy attracted a lot of money to Italy. Indeed, they allowed for the first banking system in Europe: The title of the world’s oldest institutional lender is generally credited to Monte dei Paschi di Siena, born in the part of Italy that prospered the most from the foreign inflow of Christian capital, Tuscany. Some of the coffers went toward the cathedral and baptistry of Pisa.


Despite the fall and abandonment of Rome, the cities the Romans spawned across the peninsula survived. Their aqueducts may not have worked as well as they had centuries before, but the municipalities functioned much as they did under Roman rule. This was especially true in the North. In the South, Amalfi was an exception. It did a roaring trade with the same Arab pirates who were looting Amalfi’s neighbors, such as Salerno. Unfortunately for Amalfi, it had no other source of income, and so the end of this southern dream came in 1135, when the Pisans leveled its cliff-hanging shores. Today, it is little more than a tourist attraction. (Then again, the same can be said about modern-day Pisa. Genoa definitively rid itself of Pisa’s pesky fleet in 1284.)


Venice was another trade-heavy republic. It considers itself the longest-standing republic in history. The Serenissima enjoyed profitable ties with Byzantium, becoming Europe’s window on the East and giving birth to such Asiatic explorers as Marco Polo. (Actually, he was born on an island in modern-day Croatia, then under the Venetian flag.) The spice trade was lucrative, and the Italians also seemed to make good use of the noodles that the Polo family is said to have brought back from Asia.


But Venice really made hay by handling the passage of earnest knights traveling from Northern Europe to the Holy Land. So did Genoa, another seafaring giant and the hometown of a well-known explorer some three centuries later: Christopher Columbus. (Columbus came back from the New World with some interesting items himself. Where would Italy be today without the tomato?) The two cities competed to attract the crusaders and their gold.


This kind of toll-booth income gave rise not only to the maritime cities, but also to the inland states of Cremona, Florence, Milan, Mantua, Piacenza, and Padua. Milan, for example, controlled the alpine passes. In terms of military power, though, the northern city-states had a little outside help.


The popes encouraged the autonomy of such communi because they weakened the hold of the Holy Roman Empire, which by then had gotten a little too powerful for the Vatican’s tastes. The feud exploded into a war that lasted some 150 years between the Guelfs (representing the papacy, the freedom of city-states, the middle-class merchants, and, of course, religious domination) and the Ghibellines (on the side of the emperor, the nobility, and the freedom of religion).


It’s interesting to note that the emperor met the toughest resistance in the North, where commercial interests were, and still are, the strongest. At the start of the Guelf-Ghibelline wars, in 1161, city-states around Milan bound themselves together in the Lombard League, which stopped the emperor, Frederick Barbarossa, in Legnano.


Northern populists are still very proud of this feat. If you buy a Legnano-brand bicycle, for example, on the fork will be the Lombard League’s symbol, a soldier holding a sword high in the air. It’s the same symbol borrowed by the formerly separatist and anti-immigrant Northern League party.


The signs of that medieval era are everywhere, especially in central Italy, where the fighting was at its fiercest. Cruising around the Tuscan countryside today, you can see which castles were loyal to which side. The ones with square turrets were Guelf; with swallow-tailed turrets, Ghibelline.


THE RENAISSANCE AND THE FOREIGN INVASION


All the banking and commerce that drove the rise of the communi also fueled the wealth of their principal families. These families demonstrated their wealth by commissioning art. The Sforza and Visconti families in Milan, the della Scala family of Verona, the d’Este family in Ferrara, the Medici in Florence—all were vying for the titles of duke and duchess. They required paintings and sculptures to express their power, and perhaps impart a few convenient social lessons in the process. The richest families—the Barberini, the Borgia, and the Medici—were awarded an even better feudal title, the pontificate, and the popes worked just as hard in that age to outdo each other with decorative contributions.


From the Renaissance right up to its unification in 1861, “Italy” continued to be a collection of Papal States, foreign-ruled kingdoms, and the odd republic. One historian pointed out that there were more independent states in Italy in the 14th century than there were in the entire world in 1934. This helped breed the phenomenon of campanilismo (the idea that Italians are loyal only to their local campanile, or bell tower). There was very little trade between the small states, contributing to a weak economy and consequently a slim chance of overthrowing their wealthy conquerors. Instead, they preferred to go to war with each other.
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the campanile in Siena





While fractious, each of them was more or less dominated by either the popes or Venice, Milan, Florence, or the Kingdom of Naples, which in turn had been ruled by a merry-go-round of foreigners since the Dark Ages. Only the republics of Venice, Siena, and Florence managed to keep some degree of independence. For example, in just 400 years, Naples passed through the hands of the Normans, the Spanish (specifically, the Aragonese), the French, the Spanish again, and then was ceded to the Austrians after the War of Spanish Succession. The Austrians then transferred Naples to the Bourbon kings before it landed in the hands of Napoleon in 1796. But Naples was just one illustration of the way Italy was humiliated by foreign powers after the Renaissance, just as Machiavelli had predicted. Throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, the city-states’ industries were beaten out by foreign competition and French and Austrian military might, while the port towns suffered with the rise of Dutch, Spanish, and English maritime prowess.


At one point, Spain was in control of the entire peninsula, except for Venice. In 1519, Charles V purchased the crown of the Holy Roman Emperor and set his sights on northern Italy. He already ruled the South and held just about everything north of the Alps, all the way to Holland. Milan and the other French-held territories on the Po River plain were an inconvenient gap in his communications network, a sector that Charles V knew well. He spoke all of the languages, he said: Spanish to God, Italian to women, French to men, and German to his horse.


After he defeated the French at Pavia and stormed Rome two years later in 1527, he had done the impossible: unified Italy, albeit without Venice and for only a short period of time. Peasant revolts in Naples and elsewhere loosened Charles’s grip, and the War of Spanish Succession would spin off many of those holdings to Austria. Napoleon was on the rise, and so was another new player on the geopolitical stage—the king of Piedmont. Under his flag, Giuseppe Garibaldi and his men would unify Italy again, this time for good.


UNIFICATION


The Italians have such a long history of infighting and divergent cultures that you can easily understand why patriotism is such a hard sell. Even today, the president of the republic has to plead with his citizens to hoist the tricolor flag and sing the national anthem.


Even after the country was unified, the royals who brought the warring factions together were unpopular in most of the peninsula, with the possible exceptions of Lombardy and Piedmont itself. Just like the Roman emperors and foreign kings before them, the Savoys were seen as another tax-collecting entity, a force to be subverted. There was, and always has been, some concept of “Italy” as a unit going back to the Romans, but as the historian Christopher Duggan argues in A Concise History of Italy, it was mostly relegated to the realm of philosophers and poets.


Dante Alighieri, who witnessed his share of poverty and factionalism living in the trenches between the Guelfs and the Ghibellines during the 14th century, lamented the lack of a strong leader to conquer the warring sides: “O servile Italy, breeding ground of misery, ship without a pilot in a mighty tempest,” he wrote. These thoughts were shared by northern liberals in the Enlightenment of the 18th century, who wanted to see Italy united—except not by an outside emperor, as Dante had hoped, but by an Italian—and rid of its foreign-influenced nobility. In the early 19th century, the most prominent of these liberal thinkers were from the wealthy and independent kingdom of Piedmont, particularly Count Camillio Benso di Cavour, Giuseppe Mazzini, and his student, Giuseppe Garibaldi.


Cavour, at the time prime minister of Piedmont, was the first to plot to overthrow the Austrians. He struck a deal with Napoleon that if the French would march east toward Venice, Piedmont would cede him Nice and Savoy. The deal fell apart when Napoleon found out that Cavour was conspiring to annex the Papal States, and so halted his troops after they took Lombardy. Cavour was shamed, and he resigned. The war with Austria did provoke more popular uprisings, however, and when the Sicilians began getting restless under Spanish taxation, the next man to the fore was Garibaldi.


Born in Nice, he had been exiled from Piedmont on several occasions—once doing a stint as a candle-maker on Staten Island—but was perhaps the greatest patriot among the northern liberals. He would take on his mission with fervor: to bring a ragtag army of 1,000 men armed with bayonets to Sicily and liberate it. He did, and then triumphantly crossed the Straits of Messina to march on Naples in 1860.


The Kingdom of Italy was thus born, ruled by Victor Emmanuel II of the House of Savoy, King of Piedmont and Sardinia. The Papal States having been annexed, the kingdom stretched from the Alps to Sicily, with the important exceptions of Rome and the Veneto, both taken in 1870.



THE RISE AND FALL OF FASCISM



Italians always loved a good entertainer who could stir their emotions and divert them from themselves.... They were always delighted by a talented painter, musician, sculptor, architect, actor, dancer, as long as he did not engage their higher faculties. They respected and admired great scientists, especially if their discoveries were abstract and incomprehensible. They endured and feared a forceful leader, but they always thoroughly enjoyed his fall.... It is true that in other countries, great men have also occasionally been persecuted and put to death. Nowhere else, however, has this happened with the same discrimination, regularity, and determination.


Luigi Barzini, The Italians (1964)


Benito Mussolini was born to a blacksmith’s family in a small town near Forli, Emilia-Romagna. The region is known for its left-leaning tendencies today, and Mussolini fit the bill: He was a revolutionary, going unwashed and unshaven for weeks, and at one point living under a bridge in a cardboard box. He read rabble-rousing revolutionary literature voraciously and, like any good charismatic leader, skipped off to Switzerland to avoid the draft. Then he returned to Italy to become the editor of a Socialist newspaper, Avanti! (Let’s Go!).


The era that set the stage for Fascism was the turn-of-the-20th-century industrial boom in the North. The carmaker Fiat, still Italy’s largest private employer, was founded in Turin. The agricultural South was mostly unaffected, and millions of southerners took off in this period for the United States, Northern Europe, and later Australia. The rise of industrialization was accompanied by restlessness on the part of laborers. Mussolini appealed to that crowd in his Communist propaganda, a genre that also typically denounces warmongers. “Who drives us to war betrays us,” read one of his headlines.


But in 1914, he realized that he could gather more readers if he supported intervention against the Austrians in what would become World War I. He did, and was thrown out of the party, but he had chosen the winning side. The popularity of such Futurist poets as Gabriele D’Annunzio and Filippo Tommaso Marinetti showed that Mussolini’s young audience was eager to be rid of unscrupulous Socialist leaders, such as Giovanni Giolitti, and their cozy relationships with the enlightened industrialist families of the left: the Agnellis, Olivettis, and Pirellis. The kids wanted lightning-quick modernization, and they wanted danger.


This they got in full. In 1915, Italy entered the war on the side of Britain and France. The fiercest fighting was along the border of modern-day Slovenia, then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, where 600,000 Italian soldiers are now buried. It was a giant disaster in that respect, but a much bigger success for the war supporters in another. Italy had technically won, and had grown its industrial base exponentially in those years, thanks to the demand for planes, guns, and strong state controls on production. The values of war, militancy, and ruling with an iron fist would carry Mussolini and his Fascist Blackshirts into Rome in a risky, but ultimately successful, march. (Actually, Mussolini stayed well behind in Milan and arrived by train once the dust had settled.) He took command in October 1922, and after a stirring speech to Parliament in 1925, he ruled as a modern-day Augustus until things went awry in July 1943.


In the late ’30s, Italy fought alongside Germany in the Spanish Civil War, and a Fascist friendship grew. (Though it should be pointed out that Italians had their share of resistance fighters, too, rallying around the cry “Today in Spain, tomorrow in Italy.”) This alliance became increasingly important when Hitler annexed Austria in 1938. The next year, Mussolini annexed Albania, which was already Italian in practice. In such matters, he avoided risk wherever he could—his contribution to colonialism was moving into Ethiopia—and once Hitler had conquered most of Europe by 1940, Mussolini thought there would be little risk in attacking Greece and joining the war on Germany’s side.


After Mussolini lost battles in Africa (saved only by the Germans time after time) and faced strikes and food riots at home, revolts by the domestic Slavs, and a generally disenchanted Italian public, Fascism crumbled in July 1943. The king had Mussolini arrested and appointed Marshal Badoglio as prime minister. Badoglio pretended that he would continue to fight with the Germans while he arranged for an armistice with the Allies. The Germans rescued Mussolini from his prison in Abruzzo, eventually setting him up in a puppet state on Lake Garda.


By this time the U.S.-led Allies had started moving up into the peninsula, closing in on the German-held North. Fighting alongside the partisans, the Allies bombed Rome and eventually ousted the Nazis. Badoglio and the king deserted Rome for Bari and signed an armistice on September 8, 1943.


Meanwhile, Mussolini had tried to flee to Switzerland, carrying a forged Spanish passport, along the western shore of Lake Como. He was captured by the partisans near the town of Dongo, held as a prisoner, and ultimately shot there. His corpse was dangled upside down, along with that of his mistress, Claretta Petacci, and fellow Fascists, from the roof of a Milan gas station. Il Duce was gone, but the scars of World War II remained.


RECONSTRUCTION


After the war, Italy created a constitution describing itself as a republic “founded on labor,” opposed to military action as a way to resolve international conflicts, and free of the Savoy kings who had backed the man who dragged the country into war in the first place. No male heir to the Savoy throne was allowed to set foot on Italian soil, a ban that lasted until 2003.


Geographically and politically, Italy now sat on the front lines of a new international conflict that would last for another 40 years: the Cold War. Unrest at northern factories led to the creation of the Italian Communist Party, or PCI. It was well funded by the Soviets and would become the largest Communist Party in Western Europe. Meanwhile, the Americans who had helped liberate the country from the Germans would play an even more influential role in shaping the country’s domestic politics. The United States threw its weight behind the Christian Democrats, or DC, who more or less kept a grip on power until the fall of the Berlin Wall and would remain Italy’s role model for decades. This relationship was “supported” by U.S. diplomats and intelligence services hard at work in keeping the Communists at bay. Though it is impossible to prove, it can only be assumed that the CIA knew about most of the covert actions of the Italian intelligence agencies in the 1960s and 1970s, especially those surrounding what became known as the “strategy of tension.”
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