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BY LADY COLIN CAMPBELL





LADY COLIN CAMPBELL (née Gertrude Elizabeth Blood), born in 1857, was best known for the divorce scandal which shocked Victorian society. After four years of marriage, she sued for divorce on grounds of her husband’s infidelity and cruelty. Lord Colin alleged that his wife had committed adultery with at least four men. No divorce was obtained, and she became a successful writer, editor and journalist, a member of The London Library, and died in 1911.
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A Venetian Market


It is not only in the gondola that the charm of Venice is to be felt: the popular notion that there is no walking to be done in the City of the Sea is as fallacious as most popular notions usually are. I know Venice too well to give in to this idea, and so one morning I start off in the clear golden sunlight up the Riva degli Schiavoni, where the first morning vaporetti are starting for the Lido and for Chioggia, and the gondoliers are lounging about lazily, knowing that it is yet too early for the forestieri, as a rule, to be afoot and afloat. I reach the Piazzetta, and see a friend coming across from the Zecca opposite, but we are both too consistent Venetians to court malanni by meeting on the ill-omened space between the pillars of St. Mark and St. Theodore, where the executions were ordered by the Council of Ten to take place, so as to put a stop to the gambling-tables which stood there; so instead we meet and exchange greetings under the loggia, where formerly the Austrian cannon stood ready pointed into the heart of the fair Queen of the Adriatic. My friend is going for a morning constitutional along the Riva to the Giardini Pubblici; I am bound for the market beyond the Rialto; so we part, and I continue my way across the Piazzetta, not forgetting to glance upward at the little shrine of the Madonna, where every evening two tiny lamps are lighted in perpetual memory of the Fornaretto, the young baker who was falsely accused and unjustly executed for a murder he had never committed.


Those birds of prey, the guides, are hardly yet astir, so one escapes their offers of personal guidance, reiterated in that extraordinary mayonnaise of languages which is the peculiar lingua franca of the tribe in every country; the glorious façade of the most beautiful church in Christendom (at last free from scaffoldings) is bathed in the morning sunshine, which lights up the golden burnish on the great bronze horses, as they stand pawing the air above the doorway. Out here in the sunshine everything is golden, and quiet, and motionless; but as I turn down the Merceria, and penetrate still farther into the heart of the labyrinth, going from one narrow calle to the other, crossing a bridge here, passing under a sotto-portico there, one seems to get into another world. A world of luminous greys and transparent browns, splashed here and there by wandering rays of sunlight that have lost their way and cannot get back again to the blue sky, of which one has an occasional glimpse overhead; a world no longer silent, majestic, and peaceful, as out there in the silvery Piazza by the sapphire sea, but full of the life and bustle of a Southern crowd intent on its little every-day affairs. The fish ordinaries, as I suppose they would be called in London, are doing a roaring trade; each one crowded with people breakfasting off the innumerable varieties of cooked fish, which lie in large open dishes round the shop, and are ranged in the windows behind wire gratings to attract the passers-by.


I am in no hurry, now that I have got beyond the ordinary tourist haunts, so I wind in and out from one calle to another, each one narrower than the last, until I finally come out on the Riva del Carbon by the Grand Canal, and, after stopping to admire the skill and good temper of every one concerned in the disentangling of a huge barge, which has got into a side canal a great deal too small for its bulky proportions, and threatens ruin and destruction to half a dozen gondolas and sandolos, I pass along, and, turning to the left, ascend the steps of the great stone bridge, the Rialto, which was erected by the Doge Pasquale Cicogna in 1588, who therefore adorned it with his crest, a stork or cicogna, in allusion to his family name.


Verily it is a motley crowd that is passing up and down between the lines of small shops that divide the width of the great bridge into three thoroughfares. The women clatter along in their fascinating wooden zoccoli, which are so becoming to the feet when the wearer is young and carries herself erect; when the wearer is old and bent, and the heels protude at the back beyond the wooden sole, then the effect is perhaps not so happy. Their heads and figures are draped in the long pointed shawls of every imaginable colour, for here we are among the popolo, and the smart black mantillas of the bourgeoisie are unknown except, perhaps, on festa days. Here and there I see a woman from the mainland of Lombardy, her head flashing with a nimbus of large silver pins thrust in a semicircle into the plaits at the back of her head. The little children toddle along, clattering also in their sciabatte, holding on to a corner of the mother’s shawl, or else the little one is nestling on its mother’s arm, and the one shawl covers the two dark heads and the wondering brown eyes, and every woman and child is thus transformed into a Madonna and Bambino. One wonders no more that the painters of old never wearied of painting such a subject, when it was daily suggested to them by such models.


Wandering merchants are many on the great bridge, and I have my choice of breaking my fast on small cuttlefish—crimson and knotty abominations, which the vendor lifts on a stick for my benefit out of a beautiful old copper basin—roasted pumpkins in glorious slices of orange and green, or pan-forte di Siena, a compound of burnt almonds and hazelnuts, toothsome but unwholesome. Being fortunately possessed of the digestion of an ostrich, and having fond memories of the esteem with which I regarded pan-forte when a child, I decide in favour of the latter, and descend into the market, munching serenely.


The market is aglow with life and colour. I stop at a poultry-stall, where the chickens are trussed in a comical way, with their heads looking out from under the pinion of one wing: it is not chickens I sigh over, however, but the bunches of little birds of all sorts—black-caps, chaffinches, thrushes, and, alas! redbreasts too, that are hung up for sale. Underneath are the trays of beccafichi, their little bare red bodies looking, at a distance, like red sea-anemones. They are not half the size of the little green figs they are said to live upon, which are to be found at the next stall, where a riot of grapes, black and golden, is being poured out from the baskets which have just arrived. The bloom is still on them like hoar-frost, so I plunge in behind the stall among the baskets, and am lost to sight for many minutes, after which I emerge rather sugary about the finger-tips, having sampled all the grapes—the curiously-flavoured black fragole as well as the greenish moscata, and the sweet, juicy vineyard grapes that taste of the sun; and bearing a bulgy paper parcel, that threatens to “come undone,” as the children say, in a most distressing manner at every step. However, this is but the first of many parcels, for who that is fructivorous could refrain from buying in the midst of such profusion? Figs, tender, green, and luscious, each bearing testimony to its internal excellence by the little drop of gum which adorns one end, follow next, and then pears of all sizes and colours, from the big Jerseys to the tiny red “Canadas,” until we finally can carry no more, and on counting up, find we have expended the enormous sum of a franc and a half!
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A Fruit-Stall











Laden like the spies from Canaan, and like them laden with fruit, we leave the market-place and, picking our steps amongst heaps of huge pumpkins, grey-green, olive, red, and orange in colour, that might serve, any one of them, for the chariot of Cinderella, we make our way to the Pesceria, or fish-market. We pass a woman sitting, like the figure of Titian’s mother in the picture of the “Presentation of the Virgin,” between a basket of eggs and another of live doves, whose pure white plumage would seem to mark them out for sacrifice. The cast-iron roofing to the fish-market is a new institution, far from ornamental to the Grand Canal, but no doubt useful to the vendors who have their stalls beneath. Never have I seen such a wonderful variety of sea-beasts disposed for sale. Fish of all shapes and sizes, to which I do not even attempt to give names: some striped like tigers, others spotted like the pard; red fish, white fish, green fish, blue fish, fish that are all body and no head, fish that are all head and no body. In size there is the same variety: at one end of the scale is whitebait, at the other a gigantic tunny which is being cut into slices that look just like steaks of horseflesh, while in between are small sharks, evil-looking beasts even in death. “Eels a many” are wallowing in buckets and tubs, sticky, slimy masses of dark olive-green, flanked by crawling heaps of tiny, gruesome-looking crabs and jumping masses of large greyish-brown gamberi or shrimps, awaiting the cauldron which is to improve their complexions and turn them a rosy red. In and about all these frutta di mare are strange-looking piles, some snow-white, others steel-grey, others again white and grey, and all garnished with dreadful eyes that follow one with a glassy stare. With a shudder I discover that they are various kinds of sepias and octopods, which the omniverous Venetians look upon as toothsome and delicious morsels. One merchant presses upon me a dish of these revolting creatures ready prepared for cooking, cut into long strips that suggest macaroni; and as I look at them askance, I secretly wonder how near death by starvation would have to come before I would consent to make such a gastronomic experiment.


The mere thought of eating one of those dreadful things with their glassy eyes makes one feel cold all over; so we flee back to the Rialto, where we only pause to purchase a poor little live bird that some children of Belial (is it necessary to particularise that they were small boys?) have captured and are worrying after the manner of their kind; and then we plunge once more into the twilight of the calle, where the red and green peppers, and the piles of fruit and vegetables at the stalls, make blots of colour in dark places, and so return to the Piazza. Here we let go our captive bird; but it is too tired and bewildered to fly more than a few yards, when, with a cry of glee, it is captured by a facchino, who proceeds to carry it off in triumph. But it is not for that I released the prisoner from the boys, so I start off in pursuit, and, in vigorous Venetian, denounce the pirate and reclaim my property. There is some danger to the victim of the dispute, as the pirate is loth and indignant; but I am not to be daunted, and having made good my claim, I carry off the frightened birdling to the steps of the Luna, and bribe a gondolier to take it across to the Royal Gardens, where it finally regains its liberty among the trees and flowers. And thus feeling that my morning walk has at least benefited one living thing besides myself, I return happy and hungry to my temporary home.


Marooned at Milan


For the collecting of varied experience there is nothing like being a good-natured idiot. A reluctance to say “No” to unreasonable requests, especially from helpless brother or sister idiots, is apt to introduce all sorts of variations into the quietest and best-ordered existence. This is no doubt the reward; for who would sooner “rest unburnished” rather than “shine in us”? When, therefore, a friend of mine in the same hotel, and undergoing the same admirable cure at Salsomaggiore, received bad news about a little child she is devotedly attached to, and determined to start for England by the same evening’s train, what could I do but say, “Why, certainly!” when she implored me to take her to Milan and see her into the express, as she neither knows nor understands a single word of Italian? A prolonged study of the mysteries of the “orario,” with its bewildering method of counting by twenty-four hours instead of twelve, and its habit of requiring often to be read up the column instead of down (this being indicated by arrows pointing upwards), at last reveals the fact that by starting at nineteen o’clock we can reach Milan at twenty-two o’clock, and having carefully deposited my friend in the through Calais express, I can myself take the forty minutes past twenty-two, and return to the little wayside station of Borgo San Donnino soon after the understandable hour of midnight. Having wrenched this fact from the Sibylline leaves of the “orario,” I toss it on the table with an “Ouf!” of relief, and look no further, but order the carriage to meet me at midnight at the station, three-quarters of an hour’s drive from Salsomaggiore.


The little steam-tram crawls away with us down the valley, and after having leant against four or five farmhouses by the roadside (which are dignified by placards, just as if they were real stations), finally shrieks its way into Borgo San Donnino through the narrow streets, almost grazing the houses, and pulls up with a series of exhausted jerks at the station. Having done this, it drags itself back to Salsomaggiore, and rests from its labours through the night. We enter the diminutive station, have our tickets closely and suspiciously examined by the guardian angel in buttons who watches at the door of that dusty paradise the waiting-room, and prepare to await the Roman express, which will graciously allow us to board it on its road to Milan.


We wait a quarter of an hour; half an hour; an hour; and still no train appears. We wrap ourselves in our cloaks, without which no wise people in Italy venture forth at or after sundown; we curse silently, and encourage our fellow victims to curse as openly as their command of language will admit. Whenever the red-capped station-master ventures out of hiding, we all rush at him with vociferous questions; whereupon he shrugs his shoulders, spreads out his arms, ejaculates “Ma!” and vanishes. At last, after a delay of an hour and a half, the train (which had all but had a serious accident near Florence) arrives full of dusty, tired, and furious passengers; we are all tumbled in somehow, and off we go across the flat plain of Lombardy, over the Po, with the bridge of boats etched in black across the surface of the great river glittering in the moonlight; and then through the thick white mists of the best-irrigated and most fertile country in Europe, where the hay is mown twelve times a year, and mulberry, maize, and vine make the whole country look like a garden. The wreaths of mist are fantastically beautiful as they rise with the wind of our passage from the willows and acacias that border the line; but it is no use pointing them out to my poor friend, for her whole mind is fixed on the problem of whether the through express will await the arrival of this one or not. I am careful not to express my own conviction that it will not; but the Romans in the carriage, with all their sense of the importance of the express coming from the capital city, unanimously declare that it is impossible it should not wait. They know their railways better than I, for, in spite of our being eighty minutes late on reaching Milan, the express is still there, snorting with indignation. There is just time to rush over level-crossings, regardless of locomotives sliding to and fro, find a place for my friend and her belongings, and off they go!


The facchino who has carried the impedimenta turns to me with a smile of triumph, as if our having caught the train by the tail, as it were, was entirely owing to him. When I ask when the next train starts for Borgo San Donnino, I regret to say that the smile becomes a grin. “The last train left an hour ago,” he remarks cheerfully in his best Milanese; “you must have passed it on the road.” We did; and it suddenly bursts upon me that I am marooned at Milan at midnight, without even the limited resources of a hand-bag to depend upon! And here I must make a confession in the interests of veracity. I ought, by all the rules that should govern the mind of a sensitive, proper-minded female, to be overcome with dismay at finding myself friendless, soap-less, comb-less, curling-tong-less, alone and unprotected in a strange city “as the clocks are chiming the hour” of midnight! But I am not; or rather, when I realise the entire novelty of the situation, I am so overcome with a sense of exhilaration at being for once in my life absolutely free, with no more responsibility than a bird on the wing, that I very nearly dance a rigadoon of delight on the dusty metals of the line before an advancing engine!


I give up my ticket to the collector with a friendly “Ciaò!” that but feebly expresses my amiability towards an all-wise railway company that has provided me with so novel an experience, and then I am out of the station, out where the great arc-lights are deepening the purple night-sky, and making the stars shrink backward before their blatant self-assertiveness. What a sky for the roof of the Hotel of the Beautiful Star! and why should I not for once gratify my primitive nomadic instincts, which are bubbling strong in me to-night, and eschew four walls altogether? I think of the bastions with their stone benches under the spreading horse-chestnuts that are so intoxicating a glory in the spring. One might do worse than spend a night there playing hide-and-seek with the stars through the great branches—








“Près des remparts de Seville,


  Chez mon ami, Lillas Pastia,”











I hum to myself as I stand looking up at the sky, filled to overflowing with the joy of liberty, and swaying to the lilt of the seguidilla. Nobody knows where I am; nobody (here in Milan) cares what I do. But, alas! that blissful notion pulls me up with a round turn, as the sailors say, and my thoughts fly off at a tangent to the little village among the foothills of the Apennines, where kindly hearts enclosed in kindly bodies are keeping vigil anxiously for my promised return. Those kindly hearts have fervid imaginations, and will soon be imagining every kind of dire happening and disaster befalling me when I do not return; so the least I can do is to minimise picturesque possibilities and go quietly to an hotel.


However, the sacrifice of the Hotel of the Beautiful Star and of the bastions has its reward; for my sense of humour is vastly tickled by the expression of the proprietor of the hotel when I drive up in the omnibus I have commandeered from the station. A strange female, speaking Italian with a distinct Florentine accent (so my Neapolitan friends tell me), who arrives after midnight without an atom of luggage, and gives an English name, is a combination calculated to “knock the stuffing” out of the average hotel-keeper. It clearly does; so having sailed into the hotel and taken possession by right of conquest, I restore mine host’s scattered wits and equanimity by giving the magic name of the friend who had recommended me to go to this hotel if I should be in Milan; and I also explain the heart-rending facts of the missed train. Thereafter smiles and hot soup are my portion; and the “povera signora” is hoisted up in a lift (there would have been no need for lifts on the bastions!) and conducted into a room all velvet furniture and gilding, gigantic mirrors, and slippery floor. I feel inclined to upset the furniture and break the mirrors as soon as I am shut into this gilded cage after my fleeting glimpse of freedom; but the sight and touch of the snowy linen sheets console me, and humming the seguidilla I am soon lost in the Land of Dreams…


I am awakened by the connubial warblings of an unmistakably American couple in the next room. Dear me! what strange forms of expression Yankee matrimony takes upon itself in privacy, or at least what it is pleased to suppose is privacy! I carefully examined and locked all the four doors of my stately apartment on taking possession, and my arrival last night as well as my movements this morning must have informed my neighbours of my presence; but it makes no difference, and they continue to exchange remarks partly candid, partly cryptic, to my exceeding amusement. A bath is a poor thing when shorn of sponge, soap, and perfumes; and my tramp’s toilette is not a lengthy business, nor my breakfast either. As there is no train for several hours, I salve my conscience for feeling so exhilarated by sending off a telegram explaining the mishap, and announcing my return; and then, calling a carrozella, am off into the fresh morning air and sunshine, up the beautiful Corso Venezia, the palaces on either hand affording glimpses, through their entrances, of pillared courtyards and lovely gardens full of palms and flowers. Milan is a most beautiful city; her one and only drawback being the cobble-stones with which she paves her streets. The little electric trams go sliding and tinkling their way up and down all the main streets; and I almost regret I did not prefer their smoothness to the jolting of the carrozella, drawn by a white horse with an inordinately long tail, which it flourishes wildly every time it is admonished by its very ancient and somewhat irritable master. First we go to the Duomo, to renew—who shall say how many?—memories with that beautifully spacious interior, where the services can go on in due order in the raised sanctuary, and the rest of the church is left gloriously empty for the repose of mind of the dreaming wanderer.
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Court of the Palazzo Marino











Mass is being said at the high altar by a bishop whose mitre shines from afar, even through the clouds of incense and the twilight of the sanctuary. Above the altar a great crimson drapery, hanging from a golden crown, is drawn out in wings at either side; it symbolises, as it were, the shelter that the Church would offer to all—like the hen “gathering her chickens under her wings.” Above the entrance to the sanctuary, high up in the point of the arch, hangs a colossal golden crucifix in mid-air, the light from the upper clerestory windows falling on it, and making it stand out with curious vividness against the mysterious background of twilit shadows; and underneath it, on an invisible wire, pulsates a solitary star-like lamp, a light that is never quenched night or day. People are passing to and fro continually: workmen on their way to work, who enter for a moment into the Home of Peace, that is open to all; graceful Milanese women and damsels, their comely heads set off with the ever-charming black veils, which also adorn the fair curly heads of the tiny girls who toddle at their sides, trying to combine the necessity of holding on to their mothers’ skirts with the task of pulling up the mittens that cover their little fat brown paws; forestieri by the dozen, Germans and Americans chiefly, their appearance being sufficient to announce their nationality, even without the unmistakable red-covered Baedeker peeping out of pockets or from under arms; occasionally that most terrible double-headed monster, a German bride and bridegroom, who even in church walk arm-in-arm with an amount of loving demonstration that makes one long for the days of Carrier and les noyades, that one might drown them at once and together, to be sure of getting rid of both.
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