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INTRODUCTION





WHEN this book first appeared, in 1954, few English visitors had been to Sardinia. In village after village there had been none before us since 1939 and scarcely any before that. The bibliography is scanty: D.H. Lawrence’s Sea and Sardinia, the result of a six-day visit, was published in 1923, and one has to go back nearly a century to find its predecessor.


The reasons for this were mainly to do with climate. Cicero, writing two thousand years ago, warned his brother Quintus, living in the Sardinian port of Olbia, ‘Take care, my brother, of your health; although it is winter, recollect that it is Sardinia,’ and this distrust of the climate has been echoed in the correspondence of most subsequent generations of residents, whether consuls, governors, humble soldiers or civilians. As a result, none of the island’s conquerors devoted much time or energy to improving conditions or recording events. The island, stewing in its malarial fevers, was increasingly left to its own resources.


The 1939–45 war was responsible for a dramatic change in Sardinia’s fortunes. Largely through American financial aid and research, malaria – which the Sards called intemperie, a term they tended to bestow on every ailment from the common cold and the hang-over to the pox – has been completely eradicated. Marshes were drained, hills reforested, and every house now bears its DDT spray-date.


The effects of this sudden discovery of health have been to add enthusiasm and vitality to the Sardinians’ traditional qualities of independence and courage. After centuries of neglect, agriculture and industry have been revived over the last forty years on scientific lines. The Italian Government, made aware for the first time of the island’s strange and beautiful landscape and undiscovered beaches, began to invest in small, modern hotels at suitable vantage points. The ancient sites and underwater cities of Carthaginian, Greek and Roman times have become the concern of well-subsidized archeologists.  What for centuries had been an island of depression, if not despair, was now one of promise.


In the thirty-five years since my first visit these developments have been continued without much damage to the island’s appearance or character. Sardinia remains more or less as I have described it, except for one small area in the north-east.


In 1962 the Aga Khan formed a syndicate to develop a wild, waterless, uninhabited and virtually uncultivated tract of land between Olbia and Arzachena. At that time it had no roads and was right off the beaten track. In the last twenty-five years, however, a port has been created at Porto Cervo and a number of architecturally adventurous, secluded and luxurious hotels built in the bays and inlets that separate Porto Cervo from Olbia. The most fashionable of these – Cala di Volpe, Pitrizza, Romazzino, Le Ginestre – rival in style and price anywhere on the Mediterranean. In their wake plots of land in the seven thousand five hundred acres of this Costa Smeralda have been sold off to suitably affluent clients, with the result that now, in the late 1980s, there are over two thousand five hundred villas, a golf-course and two marinas. What began as something very exclusive indeed can scarcely any longer be considered so. Agreeable though it may be if you like this kind of thing, it has no detectable relationship to the traditional Sardinia of the interior and the south.


As a spiritual travelling companion in the 1950s, I had an English barrister, John Warre Tyndale, author of the three-volume The Island of Sardinia, published exactly a hundred years earlier. Long-winded but informative, he was good to have around and were he not so bulky I would unhesitatingly recommend him again. What I do recommend unreservedly is the work of another lawyer, Salvatore Satta’s The Day of Judgement, published in 1979 in Italy and in English translation in 1987. Set in Nuoro, Satta’s wonderful novel, which bears comparison with Lampedusa’s The Leopard, should be in the luggage of every discerning traveller to the island. Not only is it an absorbing work in its own right, but its description of family rivalry, provincial politics, agricultural struggle and landscape set the modern island in its proper historical perspective.


ALAN ROSS


London, 1988
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THE BANDIT ON THE BILLIARD TABLE




























PART ONE


Corsica and the Straits of Bonifacio





I AWOKE with the smell of the maquis coming through the porthole: sweet, heavy and elusive. More nostalgic and haunting, for those who have succumbed to it, than almost any other smell in the world, it was possible to imagine what it meant to Napoleon on Elba, those clear mornings when a south-west wind came off a sea like scraped glass and the lonely exile climbed the chestnut-wooded slopes of Poggio to smell it. Perhaps he really did smell it, through the fisheries of Marciana Marina, the smoke of Portoferraio; perhaps it was simply desire and memory, rehearsed into something more powerful than reality. At any rate, he deserved to be refreshed by it, as he claims he was, on those days when the physical need to see his native island was so strong that he had to breast the western skyline of Elba and hope for the blue shadows of the hills above Bastia to greet him across forty miles of water. For these seas round Corsica are somehow specifically Napoleon’s; though he rarely used them, and then badly, they bear the impress of his dreams and conquests, his failure, and his melancholy. Lower down, in the Straits of Bonifacio, we enter Nelson’s territorial waters, but no one, coming past the Îles Sanguinaires into the great mauve bowl made by the mountains round Ajaccio, can fail to see it all in Napoleon’s terms.


We had sailed from Nice in darkness the night before, edging out of the narrow Italianate port, where Garibaldi had been born, with the glow of sunset fading like transfers off the wharfside houses and the lights coming out in bars and restaurants along the quay. We swung across the Baie des Anges, the tinsel glitter of the Promenade des Anglais stretching out behind us like a lower and congested horizon of stars, and moved into a half-gale. The Sampiero Corso, eleven thousand tons and heavily loaded, met it easily enough, but the fourth-class passengers lying out along the holds under the creaking winches, caught the finest edge off the spray. All, as the blue-jowled and portly second mate bawled at them, included in the ticket.


By the time we were fully clear of the coast, it had begun to drizzle. I remembered how hot it had been when, at the exact date, mid-August, I had made the same journey five years ago. This time it was barely warm, and the rows of Corsicans going home for their annual leave huddled in their unrolled duffle-bags.


Now, as I went on deck, the swell of the night before had subsided and the sea had the pallid but relaxed look of hang-over. On the port beam the îles Sanguinaires lay a mile or so distant, grey lumps of land like drowning camels as the water seemed to cut them off at the neck. Daudet has written about them, and de Maupassant, and they play their part in the small but select literature of Corsica, made up by Mérimée’s Colomba, Boswell’s uneven and somewhat pontifical Account, Edward Lear’s endearing Journal of a Landscape Painter.


The sun had only just risen and we were sailing straight into it as it dipped its first rays like the beam of a lamp on the hillsides sweeping down to the wide, conical Bay of Ajaccio.


Ajaccio, as we grew near, seemed to have grown since I had last seen it. The suburbs looked to have climbed higher up the close green curl of the nearer hills and to have spread themselves further along the road towards the beaches to the west. Yet, as we swung round into it, with the sun clarifying perspectives against the central range of mountains, it was still recognizably the same town as rises with graceful symmetry from eighteenth-century engravings; a town beautifully shaped at the foot of high hills, encircled by mountains and within them, at water-level, the long arms of moles and jetties. Sailing-boats, with dawn on their sails like a painted colour, lay in neat rows: cobalt, saffron, emerald, pink, doubling their hulls in watered reflection. And, further along, under the palm-trees squatly planted by the old harbour walls, the fishing-boats seemed, like coarser children, to be segregated in their dark colours from the lifting elegance of the yachts.


On my last visit the heat had been suffocating. The sun beat down week after week from skies of a blue so transparent they seemed burned in bronze. The island had been becalmed, paralysed in all its faculties, except that of argument. Refuse and fruit had rotted in the streets because no one could be bothered to take it away. Corsica, in any case, was an island that people went away from, not a showpiece for visitors. This slight self-pity of the Corsicans, the provincial’s or colonial’s self-pity for the neglect of his département, combined with a natural pride of race, produced a curious alternation of arrogance and deprecation. Something had happened in the past, something would doubtless happen again; but in the meantime the absence of history had left a kind of apathy, an endemic nihilism.


I had experienced this feeling strongly in 1947. Corsica was then comparatively fresh from liberation, still full of heroic admiration for de Gaulle, who had strode magnificently through the streets a couple of years earlier, the first Allied General to set foot on Corsican soil. Then Ajaccio had been covered in political posters, the cafés and bars noisy with violent dialectic, obscure side-streets scrawled with Vive de Gaulle and À Bas Thorez, le traître. The memory of Napoleon had suddenly come alive and everyone was eager to tell stories about heroes of the past like Paoli and Sampiero, and to recount wild feats of recent resistance in the war just over. Here, they said, two Germans were shot; there, a British submarine landed secret agents on a moonless night and was provisioned by men of the Corsican maquis; and over in that bar an American had been strangled for making advances to a Corsican girl. For a moment the links of history seemed to have been joined up into some recognizable continuity; then just as suddenly they snapped. And my main recollection of the great Place de Gaulle, overlooking the western arm of the harbour, had been its perpetual sense of doomed expectancy, the feeling that everyone was waiting for something to happen and that they had been waiting so long that all other purpose had been drained.


But when I had been ashore for some hours this time, I could see other changes. Things seemed more prosperous, the streets cleaner and neater. Before, Ajaccio had seemed very much an outpost, a garrison town: a training-ground where soldiers came to do their military service, a post for a young officer to sweat away a few years on his way to promotion, perhaps dreaming of a Staff job in Paris or action in Indo-China. Mostly, it had seemed a convenient stopping-place for aircraft on the Marseilles—North Africa run, and as we lay stunned by the heat on the golden beaches of Calvi or Porto or Propriano, worn out by tiring journeys into the interior, we had seen so many aeroplanes, day in day out, that I had thought of calling the book I later wrote (under the title of Time Was Away) The Airfield of Olives—a title, like most author’s original titles, rejected by the publisher.


Then, Ajaccio had seemed a perfect setting for a seedy novel about expatriates by Maugham or Simenon. There was a formidable black market, especially in drugs; and we had once got mixed up in a journey by lorry, paying the driver exorbitantly to take us to Piana when the normal transport had gone, only to find ourselves wedged amongst sacks of contraband flour, at that time the most valuable of all forms of barter or currency. We had, as a result, to wait in the mountains until nightfall before it, and we, could be safely unloaded.


Now de Gaulle’s promise had failed to materialize, and the urgency had gone out of politics. Also the need for a black market. Doubtless the small white packages, with their magic powers, still went their rounds when the ships came in from Africa, but in the meantime there were more obvious diversions. A thriving tourist industry, its main centres at Calvi, île Rousse, Bonifacio and Porto, had left its decisive traces on Ajaccio, and as a result the shops, and prices, were beginning to compete with those of Saint-Tropez and Cannes, Portofino and Capri.


It was all, no doubt, inevitable, if saddening. Perhaps the weather, too, contributed to my feeling of regret. For by now, clouds had hit the mountains with determined firmness and as they piled up a steady rain dripped through the plane-trees on the Cours Mirabeau under them. The hills were soon lost and by lunch-time mist had left the town as if floating on a fog-bound raft. The sea was a kind of mauve bruise and the coastline to the south could only be sensed under its moist and woolly blanket. Sometimes an occasional gust of maquis came through, purified and sweetened, to remind us that we were on an island.


*


Later that evening the weather cleared and we walked down through the exotic trees in the garden of the Grand Hotel, past rows of crowded cafés, their tables cluttered with brightly coloured ices, to where the buses left for the beaches—that string of superb sandy coves with beautiful names, Ariadne, Scudo, Marinella … and as good as any in the Mediterranean. In the bus I was reminded of the loveliness of Corsican girls, a curiously fragile loveliness nearly always left behind in early womanhood. It is a quite distinct beauty, hard-boned, erect, graceful in carriage and with arresting colour contrasts: blonde hair and brown eyes, black hair and eyes of clear, satiny blue, red-gold hair on the darkest of skins. I was reminded, too, of the heroic skill of the bus-drivers, pioneers of speed in an island where they form all the essential links in communication and whose daily routes, rarely less than six hours’ solid driving, are over narrow, swinging ledges of rock. Indeed some of these drivers, dressed with a cowboy’s nonchalant elegance, sometimes in black, with knotted black-silk neckerchiefs, have a true poetry about them, a cynical endurance, normally reserved in an age of speed for pioneers of flight. They have the qualities associated with a Saint-Exupéry, opening up the South American air route, and perhaps one day a Corsican poet, with the ear of a Marinetti, the eye of a Léger, will celebrate them in a deserved epic.


Meanwhile, we swung out under the soaking trees, past women walking in rows, their dresses the colours of boiled sweets, and past the offices of the airline company in the Rue Buonaparte, which John Minton and I had haunted five years ago when it had begun to seem as if we should never get off the island. Because of bad weather, the Air France planes, already heavily booked from Tunis, had missed several flights and in the hold-up we were forced to book places on a private line. The plane, a ramshackle eight-seater, had failed to take off the first time because of a storm, and the second time because the pilot could not be found. When we did finally get away, with a pilot whose lip was never free from a cigarette and whose hands shook like a dope-fiend’s, the plane door immediately blew open and a square of blue sea came uncomfortably near as the concealed cargo of contraband on which we sat was sucked against the banging door.


Now we drove past the gigantic cemetery, hallmark in each Corsican town of civic pride, and along by the hillside where I remembered the scrub used to smoke like sacrificial pyres, burned by the sun’s heat. Camping-grounds had sprung up all the way along, turning the curved beaches, with their fringe of pine and olive, from the deserted playgrounds of a derelict paradise into the noisy lidos of an occupying army.


The succession of buses unloaded their passengers at the entrances to the three adjoining beaches, where already gramophone-jazz was blaring out over the sand, and sunblacked men and girls, in striped bikinis, played crepuscular ping-pong or drummed with sandalled feet at the bars. On tables pressed into the sand, glasses of Cap Corse, Dubonnet and citron pressé seemed to be composed of the colours a striated sky squeezed out from the last light of the day. Soon the darkness hunched over the mountains, leaving only the Sanguinaires, with their pines sticking up like the bristles on hair-brushes, visible against the silver slipstream of the moon. It was calmer and there was the promise of a good day ahead.


The husky music tinkled on until midnight, a new brand of longing, inscribed by Edith Piaf, replacing that of Tino Rossi, second only to Buonaparte in his fame as a Corsican. Otherwise it was as I remembered it. The waves lapped in the aromatic air with the same soothing gentleness, the whole island seemed to ride as easily at its moorings, and the Mediterranean night, flickering as it did over the jewelled coasts of the Continent, once more laid its benediction equally over the heeding and unheeding, the rich and needy. Only it seemed as though the pleasure centres might at last be changing, a subtle shift of fashion washing high and dry the famous and cosseted resorts of the recent past and substituting for them new ports and parades whose names were barely yet more than whispers.


*


The promise of the night before was not fulfilled. The weather, when we set off at seven the next morning for Bonifacio, was overcast and almost cold. The sea, as we drove eastwards along the bay, was the depressing drab colour the English Channel had been a week earlier, but without its movement or straws of sun. The rain, however, had brought a new greenness out of the landscape,  settling the dust, and climbing past the aerodrome, up through winding avenues of ilex, olive and pine; it was in fact of Scotland that one thought. It had, I learned, been a bad summer, but the richness of the vegetation, the heavy green forests, was something quite unexpected. I remembered this journey southwards as one through gaunt rock, and desiccated scrub, in heat and dust. Now in the grey morning light the leaves were dust-free and the sun, when it gradually appeared through gaps in white scurrying cloud, had only a pale warmth.


The drive to Bonifacio is supposed to take five hours, according to the time-table, but I believe the bus never does it under eight. It is in fact a journey through loop after loop of superb romantic scenery, the great ranges of mauve, crested mountains backing away to the left and, in between them and the sea, deep valleys, thickly planted with trees, reaching down to wide sandy bays. The road clings to the side of bare rock for most of the way, swinging out to throw each gorge, its sea-edged cape and ridge of mountain into new perspective, and always at a different level.


At Sartène, which is just over half-way, we stopped for two hours, ostensibly for a wheel to be changed, in reality, it seemed, for the driver to have lunch and carry out pressing domestic duties. At any rate, this delay, never marked on the time-table, is a daily occurrence. At two o’clock, having leisurely lunched and drunk our coffee under the trees on the square, while a record of Edith Piaf singing Jezebel was put on over and over again, and a game of bowls was played at our feet, we rumbled downhill towards Bonifacio.


The last part of the journey is a steady, winding descent, through increasingly arid country. The scrub thins out, and the great grey-black volcanic rocks ripple under their sparse coverings like the scales of some prehistoric monster, whose snout lengthens into the flat promontory on which Bonifacio is perched. Some ten miles from Bonifacio you get your first glimpse of Sardinia. At Roccopina the road climbs to a crest of rock and, taking on a wider curve, offers a wedge-shaped view of the western end of the Straits of Bonifacio.


Although we had occasional intervals of sun during our lunch-time wait, the afternoon had already begun to go dead. White cumulus had given way to lower and heavy cloud, trailing moistly down from the mountains and spreading across from the east till the whole sky was a damp grey. In the distance, like a settling ship, Sardinia was nothing more than a dark outline, stern down in the water and with clouds dividing its black hills into three charred funnels.


*


Bonifacio had not changed much since I had last seen it. Perhaps it is too remote to be seriously threatened by the daily influx of tourists who stay a night there on their way round the island. Certainly the tourist agencies had organized their clients’ time with military efficiency and there was even quite an orderly response by the fishermen and bar proprietors who benefit by it. At any rate the excursionists’ routine is admirably clear-cut. The coach arrives from Porto Vecchio at four-thirty; at five, boats leave for the grottoes, returning at six and allowing an hour for a walk up to the citadel and an apéritif before dinner. This consists always of lobster mayonnaise, expertly prepared at the Pergola, and then at nine o’clock, leaving time for a stroll with a cigar along the port, fishermen start singing at a café called Au Son des Guitares. Again this is carefully done: the walls of the café are gaily painted, the singers romantically effective, the brandy adequate. Boats bob gently off the stone water-front, their masthead lights spilling over the sea as it ripples under them. The steep sides of the narrow bay loom forbiddingly up, seeming to isolate Bonifacio behind their impenetrable barrier. In the rocky fortress of the old town, aged crones sit out under plane-trees, and in the wine caves that drench the narrow streets with their musky perfume, men play cards. What goes on down below for tourists is like a performance at the theatre: it begins and ends at set times, and life outside it is untouched.


There were, of course, few tourists and no public singing when I had last been here. Yet there was a curious kind of puppetry about this orderly formula for entertaining visitors, a genuflection, as it were, to money, but without worship, that was rather pleasing. If Bonifacio had been anywhere on the mainland, it would by now be a thriving, fashionable resort. The two humble hotels, with stained fronts and dingy stone corridors, would have been painted, they would have bars and proper service. The heap of rusty scrap iron that has been lying immediately opposite them since the war would have been cleared away, the water-front road mended, the pavements washed, some lights put along the harbour’s edge. None of this has been done: the road is full of huge pot-holes, discarded bicycle wheels, twisted machinery. At night the beautiful bay is in complete darkness, the only lights the headlamps of occasional lorries probing the mountain roads and the sweep of the lighthouse beam on the edge of the cliff. The spectacular, in fact, has been ignored; and the inhabitants—fishermen, a few customs officials, shopkeepers—look out in the darkness at a landscape they do not need illuminated. In lighted doorways the lobster-pots are woven, and the bare legs of children playing round the water-pump are cut off at the knees by pale rays escaping from interiors lit by single, yellow bulbs.


Apathy, in fact, will probably keep most of Corsica for the Corsicans: the long exhausting bus journeys, the only links between places, will limit exploitation to Calvi in the north and Ajaccio. Bonifacio, anyhow, seems likely, except for its brief set-piece that lasts from 4 pm to dawn, when the tourists depart, to remain much as it has been since Napoleon, as a young company commander, led his troops out against the Sardinians and in his first military engagement at Maddalena suffered a humiliating defeat.


The boat, next day, for Sardinia was due in at twelve and arrived at two. The clear, early morning skies had given way to low cloud, deepening the olive green of the inlet to heavy black. The rows of brightly painted boats now swung forlornly against the jetty, their colour drained out of them as the sun receded. A blustering wind tilted their masts, whipping up a creamy spray from the usually dark and placid water.


Beating its way against the wind the Gallura, when it arrived, was a clean, neat steamer, about half the size of a cross-Channel boat. It flew an Italian flag, and its officers in smart white uniforms and wearing dark glasses could be seen on the narrow bridge. Like nearly all Italian ships, whether warships, luxury liners or the coastal boats that ply from the various islands to the mainland, it had a rakish elegance about it, so that, when it tied up, one expected to see noisily experienced passengers come laughing down the gangway, instead of the carefully dressed peasants in incongruous blue suits and collarless shirts, bursting, string-tied suitcases in their hands, who finally emerged and who seemed to take root, like trees, in family heaps outside the customs.


It is at Bonifacio that the frontier formalities between France and Italy take place. In a small shed off the port, lined in front with palm-trees, and with the buff-coloured reflections of the straggling citadel glittering in the water all round it, French and Italian officials sit at tables placed in opposite corners of a map-lined room. Here passports are examined and stamped, luggage given a scant survey. Only peasants, in accustomed manner, are subjected to ruthless overhaul, the strings round the suitcases all untied, the paper parcels bared to supercilious gazes.


We waited while the incoming group went one by one into the shed and then came out to pile themselves into a battered taxi. Nine of them, six adults and three children, eventually wedged themselves in, stacking suitcases and parcels till they were sticking out of the windows like absurd ears. After a haggle with the driver, and after once being completely unloaded because one of them had filled a form in wrongly, they at last set off for Ajaccio, on their way to get hotel jobs in the south of France.


The French, especially in the south, have a genius for atmosphere, to which perhaps their films have made us over-susceptible. But a small, bare customs shed they manage to transform into something mysterious and fascinating. Sallow officials, their throats bare, képis pushed back, let their eyes play with bored indifference over the waiting people. The air reeks of wine and garlic and Gauloise cigarettes. The whole lazy performance exudes fatalism. Yet now and then an eye flickers into amused interest, a smile suggests depths and tastes altogether removed from the humdrum trivialities of visas and immigrant workers and currency exchanges. The French manage to convey by their inbred cynicism the absurdity of their official duties, even while they seem to exaggerate them, so that they produce an effect of sharing a secret behind it all, the secret that all civilized people share. They tend to look as though they have woken from recent participation in their particular vice, food or sex or drink, and are waiting to get back to it. They give off this strong sense of work being a rest from their sensual appetites, an impression whoever they come in contact with is tacitly expected to preserve. In the north of Europe, or in England, the life of pleasure is a life apart: work is work, no more. But the French manage to carry one into the other, so that a customs shed in an isolated French port seems essentially a symbol, an image so fertile in meaning, so stylized, that it conveys the totality of human life.


We in turn came under the casual charm of police, currency official, customs officer. Stamp, rhetorical interrogative, chalk scrawl. Were we travelling for pleasure? Yes, they had heard Sardinia was gentil, but, shrugging their shoulders as deferentially as possible, they had never conceived the idea of going there. People rarely did; except, of course, on business. Besides, la Corse was generally regarded as more beautiful. Still, if one had nothing better to do, perhaps it might be worth a visit. Not for long, though.


It had looked at first as though we would be travelling alone. But now, from on board, two dark Italian girls, in narrow black trousers, black jerseys and identical yellow scarves, came swinging ashore with male escorts and began to walk rapidly up and down alongside the boat. They had come, it appeared, for the trip; and we were now joined by two heavily loaded youths, eventually recognizable under their dwarfing shell of tents and camp accoutrements, as boy and girl. These, it turned out, were German students from Hamburg who, feeling stifled in the August heat of Paris, had decided to return through Marseilles, Corsica, Sardinia and Rome, hitch-hiking wherever possible.


Despite their unwieldy burdens, they could not have been further from the German travellers of caricature, knobbly-kneed, spiky-legged, equipped with Baedeker, Leica and thick glasses; but in recent years the once-familiar concept of the intelligent, good-looking, too smooth German, who, before the war, and, to some of us, since, has exerted his or her spell, has disintegrated under the superimposition of cold-eyed militarists and crude thugs. It now seems almost impossible to believe in the gay, liberal amoralists of the pre-Nazi era; and I remember, after the war in Hamburg, when elegant German naval officers, for a moment allowed to be equals, talked with such convincing and self-effacing brilliance, or sultry, bewitching women, products of a kinder past, spun their magic, while fireflies cruised through the pinewoods and magnolias laid their scent on the still, moon-washed surfaces of lakes—I remember how one regarded them with amused tolerance, entertained, attracted, but never believing them anything but suspect. Sometimes, listening to a German gramophone record salvaged from that period, Ilse Werner singing Das Wird ein Frühling ohne Ende or Eva Busch spilling Ich Danke dir from the luxurious, smoky divans of her throat, one had the Schwärmerei, the regret for fragmentary moments of one’s own past, but one had no longer affection or trust.


Now, however, there was another generation, and the two who followed us with rather more difficulty through the frontier ritual belonged to it, the sons and daughters of those subtle pre-war enchanters and enchantresses. Attractive Germans, perhaps because they are in such a minority, have a curious charm, quite unlike anyone else’s: an individual, rather off-key chic, an elusive air of abandon. They are Babes in the Wood, real only so long as they escape identification. This role of innocence with suggestive undertones is, of course, assumed, but they play it so winningly that we surrender to the pervasive perfume of their egoism.


Watching them, I remembered a passage from Evelyn Waugh’s preface to his book of collected travel pieces, When the Going Was Good. When I got back to London I looked it up. ‘My own travelling days are over’, he wrote. ‘Never again, I suppose, shall we land on foreign soil with letter of credit and passport … and feel the world wide open before us. That is as remote today as “Yorrick’s” visit to Paris, when he had to be reminded by the landlord that their countries were at war. It will be more remote tomorrow. Some sort of reciprocal “strength-through-joy”, dopo-lavoro system may arise in selected areas; others, not I, gifted with the art of pleasing public authorities, may get themselves despatched abroad to promote “cultural relations”; the very young, perhaps, may set out like the Wandervogels of the Weimar period; lean, lawless, aimless couples with rucksacks, joining the great army of men and women without papers, without official existence, the refugees and deserters….’


This vision of travel was, in 1945, real enough; it is barely less real today. But now, in fact, the Wandervögel of the very young were setting out with us, not travelling as a matter of course, as Waugh did, but for the first time. The world that, since childhood, always had locked doors, was cautiously opening them, testing the air.


The Gallura now made signs of departing and we went on board, up on to the boat deck. The four Italians were leaning against the stern rail, their hair blowing in the wind. The two Germans came and sat on the hatches near us. The girl must have been about eighteen, very pretty, with short dark hair, and wearing a white jersey and black trousers. The man, perhaps a year older, was tall and thin, in a crumpled khaki suit, and also very good-looking. They eased their great rucksacks off their shoulders, while under us the engines throbbed into action. We moved slowly out through the sharp bend in the rocks, the faded water-front houses sliding away in the wake. Everything now looked insignificant against the steep battlements that jutted out into the sea and above which the honeycomb of shabby Genoese-built houses clustered precariously. Amongst them odd tufts of shrub thrust their way through crumbling stone, a few trees hung over tiny piazzas or marked the falling line of the road down to the port. Hens squawked about in the tombstones of the cemetery at the extreme edge of the cliff, and rusty guns pointed their muzzles straight down at the deep, bottle-green water.


Once clear of the sheer drop of coast the wind hit us. The low cloud had now swollen up over the dark peaks of Corsica, leaving Bonifacio in a final shaft of silver light, immediately withdrawn from it like a sword. For a moment the buff battlements glittered at the top of the gaunt, cracked rock, then the last rays of sun were cut off in cloud. The sea was a deep mauve between the islands, the sky over both coastlines barely lighter.


We began to roll a bit, gulls now hovering over the steamy wake or remaining poised between our swinging masts before beginning their screaming dive across the water.


It was almost impossible to believe we were going south, in mid-Mediterranean, at the height of summer.


At the eastern end of the Straits of Bonifacio, small rocky islands stick out of the sea, increasing in size as they reach Sardinia. Almost the whole of the seven or eight miles is perforated by these grey crags, some oval and barely out of the water, others like sharp, pointed teeth.


We were now moving due south at the western end of the Straits, making for Santa Teresa, the nearest point on the Sardinian coast. Above us the solid black ceiling seemed to be only just clear of the masts. The sea, like dark crêpe in the distance, hissed round us, and with the wind on our port quarter we had constantly to keep our bows pointing at the open sea to the south-west. Occasionally a crack of light appeared, and then silver splashes lengthened over the waves, till the channel was a sieve of spilled reflections on the edges of which shoals of land floated. No green was visible anywhere: only sloping, fissured rocks, apparently uninhabited.


The Germans came over and asked us if we knew about boats from Sardinia to Civitavecchia. They had heard that a steamer left Olbia, on the north-east coast, at seven o’clock each night, but perhaps we would be too late, and the connection would have gone. They were, we learned, both originally from Stettin, in the east of Germany. Their parents used to have neighbouring estates. Naturally, they had lost everything. They lived in Hamburg, both families sharing flats with relatives. They were studying practical science: she, veterinary surgery, he, agriculture. In July they had gone to Paris, hitch-hiking all the way, intending to stay two months. But the heat had driven them out, and they had got lifts on night lorries thundering down the neon-lit Route Nationale through Lyons to Marseilles. Then they had spent a fortnight under canvas in Corsica: near Bastia a scorpion had been on the girl’s blanket one morning when she awoke. They had three weeks to get back to Hamburg through Sardinia and Rome and Milan. They had no money to eat in restaurants, but bought bread and olives and ham where they could.


Corsica now was the further island, a mere thickening of clouds rimmed by cream along their base, and ahead the tilting shadow of Sardinia hardened into mountains flowing down in a variety of gradients to the sea. I remembered my first sight of Elba three years earlier: forbidding rock, covered in sparse scrub and seeming to turn its back on the sea at each angle of approach. Capri, Ischia, Crete, Cyprus, Majorca, invite; others put out a kind of feminine screen, coldly repulsing the intruder at each contour. Then, as at the entry to the harbour of Portoferraio, the grim exterior, tired of appraisal, seems suddenly to give in, and within the arms of the bay, invisible even at a short distance, everything is green and fair. Circling Elba, whose outer coasts enfold golden sands and sweeping hills almost without equal, I had wondered what on earth I had come for. Perhaps it was really as the guide-books, most conspiratorial of advisers, had described it: a small, smoky island, without beauty, kept alive and disfigured by factories and smokestacks. Few islands can have such a brutal circumference; yet in fact, as I discovered, some of the charm of Portoferraio itself, though its uneconomic ironworks no longer wave their sooty pennants over the dark-green bay, comes precisely from its concealment. One comes upon it with the joy of personal discovery, a reward for perseverance. Turning into the wide harbour, with houses set over shelving rock like seats in an amphitheatre and beyond it ridge after ridge of richly cultivated hillside intersecting on a thin base of sand, was like entering the early nineteenth century. If there were no longer British squadrons, with the frigates Flora, Inconstant and Southampton, of engraved record, lying off the lighthouse watering, there were water-front houses and fishing-boats that had barely changed. Napoleon’s house high up a deep valley, sandstone garrison buildings, palm-trees, bastions and palazzos glow in honey-coloured light, and nothing is visible a hundred yards out to sea, so enclosed is it all.


I wondered whether Sardinia, as unkindly treated by most reference books, disregarded for centuries in its malarial beauty sleep, would, under its seemingly barren exterior, offer the same rewards. Lawrence, approaching it from Sicily, and in the winter, had not seemed to enjoy his few hurried days. Then, he had gone out of pure restlessness and in a bad temper.


I, however, was already prejudiced in favour of Sardinia, by a tragic little story I had been told in Italy the year before. The Sardinians, great lovers of poetry, hold an annual festival at which shepherds declaim in verse composed by themselves the happenings in their own part of the island. At a recent gathering—and  these poetic contests take place at a different village each year—one of the contestants, telling his story last, could see by the polite applause of his fellow shepherds that his verse had fallen below the expected standard. Ashamed at his lack of prowess, and a believer in the heroic tradition, he did the only thing a romantic could do: he walked out of sight and decently shot himself.


We began to alter course, turning in past small outlying islands, little more than rocks, and, sheltered now by the western headlands, slipped into the quiet harbour of Santa Teresa.


From the sea only a green curve of bay is evident, broken up on the west by a wooden jetty with a few whitewashed buildings at the back of it. The village itself, where we were to spend our last night before we left the island, is over the steep brow of a hill which completely seals off the inlet. We could now see only the red tops of a few tiled roofs and a campanile as indications that there was any point in stopping here at all. Two fishing-boats were anchored off the far shore, black-painted, with flared bows and yellow bowsprits, whose colour was continued a foot or so below the gunwale right round them.


A small knot of people were waiting on the quay when we tied up. The water, as our screws ceased turning, was almost ink-black. The inlet, out of the wind, was otherwise deserted: on its slopes a goat or two were grazing, shaking out their bells as they scrambled over the granite surface, jumping from rock to rock for dry stalks and rubbery-looking tufts of shrub.


A minute or two later, with no one having got off or on the boat, we cast off again, going slowly astern into the open channel and turning eastward.


For two hours we steamed along the northern coastline, keeping about a mile out to sea, while the sky thundered ominously in the distance and the archipelagos off our bows seemed to huddle together. At intervals flying-fish dived through the curl of waves, cutting from trough to trough like silver penknives. The land began to close in on all sides, island after island hedging off the sea at different angles, running it to ground in a series of bays, inlets and wide basins. Sardinia curled round in a bare, black sweep to starboard; in front of us, blocking the east, the island of Santo Stefano rose out of the water forcing us to turn to port, and, hemming us in as we did so, lay another cluster of oval-shaped islands, Spargi, Santa Maria, Budelli. Long green capes slid down from narrow shoulders of rock, rippling along from island to island. Each turn we made I expected to see La Maddalena, where we had decided to spend the night, but instead empty unbroken skylines clamped slowly round us. A house here, a shepherd’s hut there, glimmering palely in the darkness, and set on viridian ledges of coarse hill; but, though the fishing-boats began to grow more frequent, sinking into heavy oncoming seas till only a matchstick of mast remained visible, we had to battle on for another hour. At last, rounding a bend, the flat, low-lying buildings of the port came into view.


Although it was only six o’clock, lights were already on in many of the houses along the quay. Rows of boats in a neat rectangular port were half-lit by overhanging lamps, and the hills that sloped down on all sides, so that we seemed to be in a Scottish loch, were pricked with light.


A crowd of fierce, gesticulating people crowded round the barriers as we came ashore. Unshaven porters, with terrifying faces, clutched at our luggage. Large, single raindrops had begun to fall, and as we eventually detached the least blood-thirsty and congenitally demented porter from the rest, instructing him to take us to the hotel, streaks of vivid lightning flamed across the sky. In a minute the cobbled roadways were running with water. Thunder ricocheted round the bay, and rain came rattling down on corrugated-iron roofs. Looking back at the ship, which was going on to Palau, a quarter of an hour’s journey away on the mainland, I could see the two Wandervögel, their luggage littered round them, waving from portholes in the saloon. A steady stream of water was pouring off the stone quays into the sea.


We waited for a few minutes while rain dripped off our clothes: cinema posters were flapping in the wind, torn into shreds. On the opposite side of the street the colours of an advertisement for a film called Vendetta Sarda had run, and a series of fauve paintings succeeded one another like lantern slides. I could hear the rattle and click of bead curtains as scurrying figures pushed through them. Beyond the Gallura, the notes of whose siren came mournfully through the metallic clatter of rain, the sky was a strange electric green. It was still thundering round about, with paler flashes of lightning occasionally playing to the south, but gradually the tense greenish patch of sky began to push the blackness away behind one floating skyline after another. Greyer, clearer clouds detached themselves from the falling plaster-clouds at the storm’s centre, and though the hail and rain went beating on for twenty minutes, the heavy closeness, which seemed to be strangling and suffocating one between these intersecting hills, was being squeezed out of the air. A delicious freshness, skimming the sweetness from the hills, began to refresh us. On all sides there were, I knew, lavender and myrtle, pine, rock-rose, cistus and asphodel, as well as orchid and tamarisk, and now the gentlest, most subtle of smells slowly sprayed over the harbour. By the time the rain had stopped, the Gallura already nosing back into a quietened sea, everything was bright and glistening. Black coastlines were now green, the port a cluster of neat white cubes, lined with palms and planted with oleander. Haifa dozen yachts, tall-masted, and riding gently at their moorings, sieved the bare hillsides behind them through their rigging.


We walked through the wet streets which sloped upwards between rows of pinkwashed houses with green shutters. Streams of swiftly pouring water raced down the gutters, gurgling away into drains and carrying a floating scum of fruit peel and refuse. At the lower end of each street a band of green sea lay between Maddalena and Santo Stefano, and Maddalena and the mainland. The islands, under a torn, jagged sky, full of quickly moving pale clouds, now looked nearer to one another, and the looming depressiveness of our first sight of them had given way to a comforting feeling of intimacy. These were inner harbours from which the sea had been excluded, or rather tamed into placidity: however much the wind roared in the Straits, which it was almost continually doing, it would always be calm within these protective promontories.


The hotel, when we got to it, turned out to be not properly a hotel at all. A large, but almost obliterated sign in the Piazza Garibaldi, the first square we came to, certainly said Hotel Ilvese. But when we climbed behind our grunting porter, who now occasionally flashed a black-toothed smile, as if to reassure us as we mounted a winding iron staircase over an unswept, evil-smelling stone entrance, a woman, who had poked her head, but nothing else, from a doorway, pointed still higher up, muttering agreeably but dubiously under her breath. It did not look promising, especially as we had been told this was the only hotel on the island; and probably if the Gallura had not already left we should have been tempted to go on with it. However, on the third floor, in darkness like the others, a swarthy little peasant woman, her grey hair in a straggly bun, was hanging over the banisters, chewing. As we approached she wiped her lips with a napkin, said scusi demurely, and grinned.


I asked her if she had a room. Yes, she said, grinning still more, but would we mind waiting a little. She had not, she went on, expected anyone and as a matter of fact she herself had been sleeping in the bed with her daughter.


She now squeaked with laughter, pointing out that hardly anyone ever came to the hotel as they preferred to sleep on the mainland. La Maddalena was so small that commercial travellers got their business done in a morning and left the same afternoon. Stranieri had never come before, not for many years anyway, and the sailors had their own barracks on the east side of the island.


Meanwhile, I paid off the porter, who took off his sodden cap, and gave a most charming low bow, before clattering away down the dark stairs.


The woman hurried into her room a moment, muttered something and re-emerged smiling. Wiping her hands on her flowered apron, she led us into a small, spotless room overlooking the piazza. If we didn’t mind resting here for about five minutes, her daughter Maria would prepare the better room. We protested that this looked very nice and that we should not like to put her to any trouble. No, she said, she would like us to have the better room, and, beaming through her spectacles, she backed out of the door and shuffled away.


She was, in fact, the first of the long line of hotel-keepers with whom we came in contact and who, without exception, were unfailingly kind and helpful to us. Not once, in a score of hotels, some small and unprepossessing to look at, did we come across any room that was not spotless or meet any service that was not attentive and meticulous.


A smell of pasta and lentils began to seep across the landing. There were few people in the streets outside, though it was no longer raining. I could make out a church tower that looked as if it had been bombed, a barber’s shop and a tailor’s, in whose illuminated opening a man was being measured. Rows of lights, leading in all directions up from the quays, marked the different levels of roads and I could see where they petered out at the top, just below the skyline, under overhanging olive-trees and prickly pear.


In a few moments the woman was back, and, leading us through a candle-lit salon, which gave on to a kitchen, opened a door at the far end. Breasting the enticing aromas that came from the bubbling stove on our right, we found ourselves in a handsome bedroom, with polished marble floor, furniture that seemed partly to be Empire and partly to have come from Heal’s, and with a large double-bed shining under a black shot-silk counterpane. A wash-basin stood in a corner, religious paintings looked down on the bed from the walls, and on the light-coloured dressing-table family photographs were interspersed with brightly painted postcards of romantically posed lovers. Insieme in eterno, they said, mio unico grande amore and sempre uniti per tutta la vita. There were large windows on either side of the dressing-table, looking over the piazza immediately below us and across the harbour at Santo Stefano. Darkness had now pressed through behind the clouds, and from every direction lights spilled over the waters of the bay. Fishing-boats were stationary blobs of orange to seaward, and along the quays masts swung gently in orderly rows, the decks under them half-illuminated by onshore lamps.


The only restaurant in La Maddalena was the Toscano, and there, after a hurried wash, we went for dinner. It turned out to be a fly-blown little room just round the corner. Nevertheless, they had, we had been told, a reputation for local specialities: Zuppa di pesce and aragoste especially, for the lobsters of La Maddalena are among the best in the world.


It contained five or six wooden tables in a square room: two of these had been pushed together for a French family, mother, father and six pale, sticky children, who had come over from Corsica for the week-end. Otherwise there were only men, sitting alone, absorbed in the food in front of them.


The fish soup, when it arrived, was quite different from bouillabaisse or any French variety. There is, in fact, little liquid, only a rich, oily spoonful or two that is more like a sauce for the heap of fish bones, pieces of octopus, squid and small mullet that lie in it. The lobster, served cold with round beans and saffron rice, was, however, excellent, and so was the wine. It was here that we had our first experience of Sardinian prices, and it was an agreeable one, for both then and for the rest of our trip they worked out roughly at half what we had expected. That is to say, meals cost on the whole the same in lire as they did in francs in Corsica. The rate of exchange was then something like 950 francs and 1700 lire to the pound. In Sardinia it was possible to live, staying in the best hotel and eating in the best restaurant, on thirty shillings a day.


By the time we had finished, it had begun to rain again. The cinema crowds were just coming out, carrying black umbrellas over garish open-necked shirts and cotton dresses, and looking quite absurd with them. An old man, dressed in velvet corduroy, went by on a donkey, holding a clumsily folded umbrella at a slant on his shoulder as though it were a rifle. The streets were filled with sailors, elegant in white drill suits, the officers wearing white suède boots with considerable heels.


It was possible now, for the first time, to feel that one was in Italy. The steep, narrow streets, curving like bridges over the angle of hill on which the town is built, were all brilliantly lit from the shop windows along them. Pine and incense mingled with the smell of coffee and barbers’ shops. Espresso machines steamed in cafés, girls were walking three or four abreast eating ices the colour of their dresses, hairdressers’ scissors snipped away in rooms full of mirrors that carried endlessly repeated rows of glossy heads. Illustrated magazines and picture postcards hung outside doorways on boards and, over the curve of shops and down by the water-front, billiard saloons, the green baize tables and polished balls gleaming under overhead lights, clicked to rows of onlookers.


Billiards, played as often as not with the hand instead of a cue, is one of the great Sardinian occupations. I have vivid memories of these glowing saloon interiors throwing their patches of light over otherwise darkened streets. In town after town one would come across then, at street level, late at night, when nothing else seemed alive except this constant nervous click of billiard balls, going on far into the morning. The saloons, with four or five tables each, would be lined with spectators, the smoke from their cigarettes curling under the arc-lights, while they themselves sat in darkness and the arms of the players, cut off at the shoulder, took control. Occasionally a face or torso swam up out of the shadows into the aquarium light of the baize, the arm made its stroke, then faded away into the background of smoke and sweat-stained shirts.


The harbour was deserted now, palm-trees and masts alone vertical against the silver splashes of moonlight trailing between headland and boat, lying along the rippling curves of surrounding hill.


On our way back to the hotel all the lights failed, the whole island suddenly put out as though under an anaesthetic. We walked through darkened streets, past people sitting in doorways. The saloons alone bothered to keep going, and much later on, in the middle of the night, I got up, unable to sleep, and looked out from my window. The balls were still moving over the green baize, making their skeletal kiss under flanking oil-lamps, like so many polished skulls, long after I had heard the clock above the granite column bearing the sculptured head of Garibaldi striking three.


*


The next day, though the weather still looked unsettled, was better. There was a blue, rather watery sky, and the light had a rinsed clarity about it. The port now seemed lively and prosperous, with launches chugging through the bay. The trawlers and larger fishing-boats in the basin were being scrubbed and loaded, mostly it seemed with long brushwood brooms. Nets lay spread along the Via Nelson, drying off in the fresh salty air, while men squatted on them sewing and tightening. Stalls were up in the piazza, fruit and fish on one side, clothes on the other. Melons, the size of rugger balls, lemons in green crinkly paper, peaches stacked high under striped awnings, and down the sides of each stall, like ear-rings, grapes hanging in smoky clusters. Near them, fish slithered on brass scales, flashing in the sun as they were poured into baskets; silvery alice and dentice, sardines and octopus and lobsters, crabs and mullet.


We had decided, the night before, to go over early to Caprera, for there was little of La Maddalena that we had not already seen. Maddalena, for all its prettiness, is a picture-postcard town and its real interest is due to accidents of history. Few places anywhere, of comparative size and remoteness, can boast such ‘plums’ as this small archipelago; for here Nelson, flying his flag in the Victory, made his headquarters from October 1803 to January 1805 during the long blockade of the French fleet at Toulon, and here, too, a bare ten years earlier, Napoleon, in his first taste of battle, had all but been captured. Caprera, linked to Maddalena by a stone causeway, was of course Garibaldi’s home long before, and after, the invasion by the Thousand of Sicily, and it occupies a curious sentimental position in the development of modern Italy.


But I had always, since reading Nelson’s despatches and correspondence in the seven mauve volumes edited by Sir Nicholas Nicholas, been especially fascinated by the idea of Maddalena. I was at sea myself at the time, sailing in monotonous convoy from Iceland to Russia in 1942–3, when I first came upon Nelson’s letters in a destroyer’s wardroom. Isolated for what, at that moment, seemed to be for ever in the greyness of the Arctic and North Seas, the Mediterranean anchorages of Nelson’s ships had for me a haunting magic. Messina, Stromboli, Capri, Monte Cristo; Elba, Cape Corse, Monaco, Toulon; Maddalena Islands, Gulf of Palma, Algiers, Tetuan. I had gone lovingly over them on the map, and, since then, I had contrived to go to most of them. The Maddalena Islands had been the only name quite unfamiliar to me, and I remember, at anchor off Seydis Fiord on a freezing winter night, particularly looking them up. In Volumes V and VI the address ‘Victory, Maddelena Islands, Sardinia’, appears more and more often, and during the year 1804, when Nelson was C-in-C, Mediterranean, there are few letters that do not bear it. I had, also, another personal interest in them; for, in the pages dealing with Maddalena, amongst portraits of Nelson’s contemporaries in Clarke and McArthur’s Life of Nelson, read in that same destroyer wardroom, was one of Admiral Alan Gardner, later Lord Gardner. When, after the war, I was married, I found the original of that portrait, a painting by Sir William Beechey, hanging in the library of my wife’s parents at Oare. My wife, I discovered, was a direct descendant of Lord Gardner, described rather formidably by Nelson as ‘one of the most perfect masters of discipline’, and it was not until I again got out the Life for this book that I realized where I had first seen a reproduction of the portrait.


The whole Maddalena period of Nelson’s life, a period of watchful, frustrating anxiety, has a clear-cut unity about it. Before it, he was at Merton on half-pay; afterwards, he left in hot pursuit of the French for the West Indies, a pursuit that was to culminate in Trafalgar. But from October 31st 1803, when he arrived at Maddalena, to January 19th 1805, the date of his sudden departure on receiving a signal that the French fleet had put to sea, he was concerned solely with waiting for the French Admiral to break out of Toulon.


Nelson’s first reference to his intention of going to the Maddalena Islands was in a letter to Captain Ross Donnelly, in the Narcissus, dated October 24th 1803, ‘I am going with the Squadron to the Maddelena Islands to water, and shall return to the Rendezvous as soon as possible.’ On October 25th he wrote in his private journal: ‘Saw Corsica and Cape Longo Sardo; from noon to daylight next morning, we had a heavy swell with squally weather.’ The next three days there were constant storms and his ships split many sails. But on October 29th Nelson wrote: ‘We found ourselves about five leagues leeward of the place we left last night. At daylight, made sail under close-reefed topsails and reefed courses, with a very strong current against us; but the Fleet being absolutely in distress for water, I am determined to persevere, notwithstanding all the difficulties. At 1 pm fetched Castel Sardo, a small town in Sardinia, rounded in stays 3 miles from the shore; beating alongshore all night about 3 miles from the coast.’ On October 31st: ‘Not being able to clear the Levisena Islands, stood towards Shark’s Mouth, tacked, and fetched the Northernmost of Martha Islands. N.B. The Straits of Bonifacio lie between the Martha and Levisena Islands, the last of which belong to Corsica. When near the southernmost, Martha Island, we opened the little one to the Westward of the Island Spanioti, close to the ledge of rocks, and weathered them about a mile; we then tacked under Sardinia, and stood into a beautiful little bay, or rather harbour. After various tacks … the whole Squadron anchored by six o’clock in the evening, without any accident in Agincourt Sound, under the Sardinian shore.’


The fleet soon settled down at La Maddalena. Nelson’s letters over this next period have a double fascination. They contain, on the one hand, constant reminders to the Admiralty about the superb harbours of northern Sardinia and their vital strategic importance; and, on the other, the variously revealing details about the problems of keeping a fleet in running order. There are scores of letters of both kinds. On November 1st he wrote to Mr Richard Bromeley, Purser, HMS Belleisle: ‘… You are, hereby, required and directed to purchase as many live bullocks and onions as you can procure for the use of the said Squadron (Victory, Kent, Canopus, Superb, Belleisle, Triumph, Renown, Stately, Cameleon), together with 200 head of sheep for the use of the sick on board the different Ships, as I find from the Governor of Maddelena that it will be very difficult to procure the number of bullocks wanted for the ships on so short notice; and as the sheep at this place are very small, meagre, and inferior in quality, you are to supply them as beef, and a Memorandum will be given directing the different Pursers to charge themselves with the produce as fresh beef, and issue them to the sick, accordingly.’ Lord Hobart received a letter, dated December 22nd, containing this passage: ‘God knows, if we could possess one Island, Sardinia, we should want neither Malta, nor any other: this which is the finest Island in the Mediterranean, possesses Harbours fit for Arsenals, and of a capacity to hold our Navy, within 24 hours’ sail of Toulon. Bays to ride our Fleets in, and to watch both Italy and Toulon, no fleet could pass to the Eastward between Sicily and the Coast of Barbary, nor through the Faro of Messina: Malta, in point of position, is not to be named the same year with Sardinia…. And, my Lord, I venture to predict, that if we do not—from delicacy, or commiseration of the lot of the unfortunate King of Sardinia—the French will, get possession of the island. Sardinia is very little known. It was the policy of Piedmont to keep it in the background, and whoever it has belonged to, it seems to have been their maxim to rule the inhabitants with severity, in loading its produce with such duties as prevented the growth…. The country is fruitful beyond idea, and abounds in cattle and sheep—and would in corn, wine and oil. In the hands of a liberal Government, and freed from the dread of the Barbary States, there is no telling what its produce would not amount to. It is worth any money to obtain, and I pledge my existence it could be held for as little as Malta in its establishment, and produce a large revenue.’


In a memorandum to the captains of his ships, there is again evidence of the Commander-in-Chief’s meticulous attention to detail: ‘Whereas, Doctor Snipe, Physician to the Fleet, under my command, has represented to me by letter of this date, the very great danger attending the health of the Seamen sent in wooding and watering parties, either on the Island of Sardinia or the Maddelena Islands, which abound with marshes; and as a preventive against the effects of disease the men are subject to on these occasions, at the places above-mentioned, has recommended that a dose of Peruvian-bark, in a preparation of good sound wine or spirits, be given to each man in the morning, previous to his going on shore on either of the above services, and the same in the evening after his return on board, and has, at the same time, stated that two gills of wine, or one gill of spirits mixed with an equal quantity of water, in addition to the usual allowance, is all that is necessary: … You are, therefore, hereby required and directed, whenever His Majesty’s Ship under Your Command, goes into either the island of Sardinia, or the Maddelena Islands, to order the Purser to supply the surgeon with two gills of wine, or one gill of spirits per day, for each of the men sent on shore on wooding or watering parties, to be mixed with Peruvian-bark, and given to the men in the manner before-mentioned.’ But, momentarily freed from the laborious household chores of Squadron Administration, Nelson wrote a series of important letters early in 1804 to Lord Minto, Mr Jackson, the Minister at Turin, Lord Hobart and Lord Hawkesbury, each letter urging action about Sardinia. ‘If I lose Sardinia,’ he wrote to Lord Minto, ‘I lose the French fleet.’ To Mr Jackson he argued: ‘Should Russia go to war with France, from that moment I consider the mask as being thrown off, with respect to any neutrality of his Sardinian Majesty. Therefore, if that should be the case, would the King consent to two or three hundred British troops taking post upon Maddelena … there is only this choice, to lose the whole of Sardinia, or allow a small body of friendly troops to hold a part at the northern end of the island. We may prevent, but cannot retake. Sardinia is the most important post in the Mediterranean.’


To Lord Hobart and Lord Hawkesbury, Nelson spoke in similar terms. Yet no action seems to have been taken, and in any event Nelson’s fears were not realized. He was at this point almost equally at sea and at Maddalena. An occasional letter to the Admiralty reports a skirmish with a French ship, or the capture of a frigate. But for the most part his despatches deal with straightforward administrative matter, courts-martial, the sending of vessels out on survey, the price of fleet wine, sailing instructions to private ships, and so on. At the same time, letters poured out from the Victory, whether at sea or in Agincourt Sound (Nelson’s own name for the roads between Maddalena and Sardinia), sometimes a dozen a day, all of them expressing a sick man’s longing to get to grips with the enemy before he should die. During this stretch of nearly two years Nelson set foot outside the Victory only three times, on each occasion for less than an hour: the weather was unusually rough, and he had to perform several extraordinary feats of navigation in the Straits of Bonifacio, when gales came near to destroying his whole squadron on the islands and rocks that project all along it.


His correspondence, however, shows the extraordinary way in which Nelson combined statesmanship with conscientious fulfilment of an admiral’s duties. It is zealous on behalf of his crews and junior officers, taking up every kind of problem, from promotion to compassionate leave, with the Admiralty; it shows over and over again his preoccupation with the fate of Sardinia; and, most moving of all, his letters to Lord Gardner and Sir Edward Pellew reveal his losing struggle against illness: ‘My services are very nearly at an end’, he wrote to Pellew. ‘For in addition to other infirmities, I am nearly blind: however, I hope to fight one more battle.’ And to his own doctor he wrote: ‘The health of this fleet cannot be exceeded, and I really believe that my shattered carcase is in the worst plight of the whole of them. I have had a sort of rheumatic fever, they tell me. I have felt the blood gushing up the left side of my head, and the moment it covers the brain, I am fast asleep: I am now better of that, with violent pain in my side, and night-sweats….’


It is impossible, re-reading Nelson’s account of this year of waiting at Maddalena, not to feel the mounting tension and excitement, the odds lengthening in the cat-and-mouse struggle between the British and French fleets—though in this case the mouse was bigger than the cat. So that there is a wonderful feeling of release, an authentic thrill, when one comes across the diary entry for January 19th: ‘Hard gales NW. At 3 pm the Active and Seahorse arrived at Maddelena with information that the French Fleet put to sea from Toulon yesterday.’ The Victory’s log for that date reads: ‘At 4.30 weighed and made sail out of Agincourt Sound, through the Biche Channel. At 6.20 passed through the Biche Channel, Squadron following.’


What resulted was, I suppose, something of an anti-climax. The French ships, less hardy than the British, were soon crippled in the violent gales and returned to Toulon. Nelson, beating southwards in the Victory, made the successive signals ‘Prepare for Battle’, ‘Form the established order of sailing in two columns’ and ‘Keep in Close Order’, certain that he must meet the enemy near the island of Toro, off the south-west corner of Sardinia. For weeks he waited, acutely disappointed, in various Sardinian harbours, thinking that the French must be making for Egypt. ‘Those gentlemen’, he wrote to Lord Melville when he learnt the truth, ‘are not accustomed to a Gulf of Lyons gale, which we have buffeted for twenty-one months, and not carried away on a spar. I most sincerely hope they will soon be in a state to put to sea again.’


When he finally left Sardinia, where he had taken a great fancy to the Gulf of Palma between the island of San Pietro and the coast of Sardinia, it was to take his squadron to the West Indies, on the long hunt that ended at Trafalgar. Nelson had waited for the French until late April, until, in fact, it became certain that they must have left the Mediterranean. His letters at the time, even the more personal ones to Lady Hamilton, show his refusal to leave Sardinia while the French could still attack it.


It is not surprising, therefore, that the name of Nelson is a magic one to the Sardinians. Before leaving Maddalena, Nelson, in recognition of the kindness shown to his crews, had given to the church there two silver candlesticks and a crucifix, and these, together with his treasured signature, can still be seen on a triangular pedestal engraved with his own arms.


John Warre Tyndale, author of the excellent three-volume history of Sardinia published in 1849, met in Maddalena several people who had been alive when Nelson’s squadron was based there. One of these told him that on the night of January 19th, when the signal about the French fleet’s departure was received, rehearsals were going on for one of the many theatrical shows and dances that were constantly arranged for the sailors’ amusement. ‘The scene of excitement and confusion from the precipitous departure and interruption of their festivities was most graphically narrated,’ Tyndale wrote. ‘It was a dark wintry evening and the quickness of the order was equalled by the skill and courage with which it was executed. The passage is so narrow that only one ship could pass at a time, and each was guided by the stern lights of the preceding vessel.’


Tyndale relates a piece of gossip, then current at La Maddalena, and which he himself saw in print, about the supposed relationship between Emma Liona, the beauty of the island, and Nelson. According to these rumours their love-affair, despite Lady Hamilton, ‘became a matter of notoriety’, and it was supposed to be at Emma Liona’s instigation that Nelson gave the candlesticks to the church, as an offering towards their mutual safety. Charming fancy though this is, there is unfortunately overwhelming evidence that Nelson never once set foot ashore during his whole time at Maddalena. Tyndale is quick to refute the story, though it was, it must be said, by no means necessary in Nelson’s time for an admiral, or indeed any sailor, to go ashore to find a lady. Nelson, however, even when invited to visit the Sardinian royal family, who had fled from Piedmont to the protection of the British at Cagliari, excused himself on grounds that he could not leave the Victory. When in fact he landed at Gibraltar, on July 20th 1805, he wrote in his diary: ‘I went ashore for the first time since June 16th 1803, and from having my foot out of the Victory two years, wanting ten days.’


Driving out to Caprera, in a hired car, I had been again reminded of Nelson and of the circumstances in which I had first read his letters and seen the name of the Maddalena Islands. As we bumped over the rain-filled potholes in the road that circles the island, with sailors from the naval base drilling in a palm-lined parade ground to our left and, on the side of the sea, naval launches gleaming white against the low green hills, I felt that in some satisfactory manner two quite distinct periods of my life had been linked together.


Everyone, I suppose, loses sections of his past, forgetting completely what they were like, until, perhaps decades later, chance circumstances bring them back almost intact, with names, faces, feelings, even whole pieces of dialogue. While they surface, like volcanic islands, out of our subconscious, other, nearer periods submerge to make room for them.


I could remember now in detail, while my eyes took in the mauve, rocky skyline above, the pink oleanders following the curve of the coast, the last day we spent in Iceland, on December 24th 1942. I had sailed in a destroyer, the Onslow, from Scapa Flow three days earlier, and after a terrific buffeting, during which we shipped green seas almost consistently at over twenty-five knots, we had reached Seydis Fiord late in the evening. We went alongside a tanker and oiled in the icy darkness. The inlet was brightly lit, and they were the first lights I had seen for three years. The next day, with a cool sun turning the snow-jagged headlands into pink icing, I had gone ashore for an hour or two. It was Christmas Eve and we had turkey for lunch, and a double rum ration. We knew we were sailing that night. Later in the day the Captain spoke over the ship’s intercommunication, and I remember his words as if it had been a week, instead of ten years, ago: ‘We have fourteen ships to escort, and as you have probably guessed, our destination is Murmansk. We have a good chance of getting through….’


We got under way at midnight, sliding out between the winking lights that marked the mineswept channel, to where the convoy was waiting. The destroyers with us were Oribi, Offa and Ashanti amongst others.


A week later, on December 31st, we sighted unknown major units of the German fleet. They turned out to be five destroyers, and the pocket battleships Hipper and Lützow. I remembered clearly reading those mauve tomes of Nelson’s letters on the journey up, and, after the battle which took place in the blizzards of that morning, looking for my books in vain amongst the blood and wreckage of our listing ship. We did not lose a single merchantman in the convoy; but Ashanti was sunk, patiently laying a smoke-screen behind us as we engaged the Hipper. The Bramble, a minesweeper, had disappeared the night before, and we ourselves had many casualties. The Germans lost two destroyers and the Hipper was put out of action. I remembered, when the news came through on the radio that the Captain, R. St. V. Sherbrooke, had received the VC, hearing the First Lord of the Admiralty describe the battle as a ‘tactical victory unsurpassed since the death of Nelson’. Sherbrooke, too, lost an eye; and I suppose I hadn’t thought of that cold, gale-swept encounter so clearly or with a sense of such neat symmetry, at any time since, until we drove down the Via Nelson and along the sheltered bay that had once borne the name of Agincourt Sound.


La Maddalena, with eleven thousand inhabitants, has a surface area of about twelve square miles; Caprera, only about ten square miles, is almost completely uninhabited. Both islands, originally occupied by nomadic shepherds moving freely between Corsica and Sardinia, are formed of granite rock, for the most part impossible to cultivate. La Maddalena, in its four shallow valleys, has maize and a few vines, but both are essentially fishing islands, whose population lives mainly off the Italian naval base.


We drove now across the long stone bridge that links the two islands. A military permit, which we had got earlier in the day, is needed, and at both ends armed sentries, with the habitual listless look of their trade, wandered up and down outside their boxes, smoking, or throwing stones into the sea.


The road to Garibaldi’s tomb, the only road on the island, swings in a wide curve, so that at the top of its climb not only all of Caprera, but the whole archipelago can be clearly seen. The weather had grown dull again, and, whichever way one looked, there were patches of craggy rock, knee-high cistus, and occasional slopes of newly planted pines. The sea barely penetrated between all these grey-green shoals, whose beaches and deserted inlets, so rippling in their curves, made them seem to be swinging round, and whose colour, in this light, made them appear only intensifications of the leaden sea and sky which they separated.


As we approached the house the road dropped through bare overhanging rock and swung into a pebbled drive. At the end of this, gleaming whitewashed buildings formed a rectangular courtyard. Huge palms threw their green arms against long, low houses, splashed at intervals with geraniums, and pine-trees edged the lower end of a gravel square.


A smiling, handsome youth, dressed in Italian naval uniform, but barefooted, opened the gates to us, clanking a large bunch of keys. He was, I learned, from Genoa, and caretaking formed part of his naval duties. The naval base, he said, was responsible for the upkeep of the museum and gardens.


They did their job well, it was evident, for everything, from the rooms themselves to the rocky gardens and winding paths, was perfectly kept. The effect, however, was more like the modern summer villa of a prosperous business man than the empty museum of a legendary hero. It was not, in fact, quite empty, for our guide, the first of many exiles we met sighing for Genoa or Rome or Naples and condemned to three or more years’ service as sailors or carabinieri in Sardinian outposts, encouraged us to call on Garibaldi’s daughter who, aged eighty-five, still lived in part of the original house. She was, however, not very well and in bed, and despite the caretaker’s exuberant desire that we should just ‘see’ her, as though she were some rare animal, we managed to dissuade him. But he was, I’m afraid, seriously offended that such an opportunity should not be taken.


The sun emerged for a few moments as we wandered round the garden, and the smell of cistus wafted up from the steep hillside to mix with the scent of the flowers planted in neat rows between rocks. The open sea lay green to the east, and below the dazzling white cubes of Garibaldi’s house, rough moors sloped more gently to the south end of the island. All round us were the crude walls built by Garibaldi himself to keep off the pigs and goats of his English neighbour, Mr Collins.


‘In the great years 1859 and 1860’, Trevelyan wrote in his Garibaldi and the Thousand, ‘Caprera proved an institution of no small value to Italy. And even after 1860, when during the last twenty years of his life he regarded himself overmuch as a privileged being, endowed with the right of levying war on his own account, Caprera saved him from making more numerous and worse mistakes.’


When Garibaldi first came to settle in Caprera in 1855 he was forty-eight. The death of his brother Felice had left him enough money to buy a small property, and with this in mind he sailed for northern Sardinia, aiming at Santa Teresa. He had once spent a month at La Maddalena, in 1849, during one of his frequent periods of banishment from Italy; and pausing there this time to look up old friends, he was persuaded to look for somewhere nearer to them. The northern half of Caprera was for sale and Garibaldi bought it for about £360.


The vagabondage of his early life, set in motion twenty years earlier when he was condemned to death for his part in Mazzini’s ‘Young Italy’ movement, seemed now at last to be over. The long years as a guerrilla leader in South America, the changes of occupation from shipbroker to sailor, drover to schoolmaster, the four-year stretch when he fought for the Monte-Videans against Rosas, the tyrant of Buenos Aires, and the eighteen-month exile as alternately candle-maker in New York and captain of a merchant ship in the Pacific, were behind him; so also was the death of his beautiful creole wife, who perished in Garibaldi’s arms in the marshes near Ravenna during his retreat from Rome.


Trevelyan is brought, in his account of the closing scenes of what he calls ‘the European Tragedy’, to some of his most eloquent passages. ‘The idealists, patriots and demagogues who had for a few weeks borne rule in half the capitals of Europe were crowded into prisons, or huddled into nameless graves, while in little towns overlooking the waters of Swiss lakes, and on board steamers bound for America or England, groups of emaciated and ill-clad men, their faces scarred with misery, could be seen dividing among themselves scanty sums of money with more than fraternal affection, and imparting in whispers some new tale of disaster and death.’


Thus, when he arrived at Caprera with his son Menotti, the eldest of his three children, Garibaldi already bore the residue of many wounds, both physical and spiritual. His famous exploits in South America and his brilliant battles against the Austrians, when he and his volunteers took over the fight after the defeat of the Sardinian army, were offset by cold refusals of his services from Pope Pius IX and Carlo Alberto of Sardinia. After he had fought noble rear-guard actions, weak armistices had been concluded behind his back. He had been bandied from one country to another, seeking refuge. He had lost faith in the series of rash revolutionary enterprises instigated by Mazzini. He would wait patiently now for the movement for Italian liberation to gain a natural momentum; if the Bourbon tyranny was to be broken in Sicily, it could only be done with the active help of the Sicilians themselves.


It was in this frame of mind that Garibaldi, whose alternative to political and military action was to live the open-air life of a peasant, began his first spell of retirement in Caprera. Vecchi, one of Garibaldi’s closest friends, has described his life here in detail in his book Garibaldi at Caprera, and Trevelyan, preparing his reader for the great attack on Sicily, has written some beautiful paragraphs.


Between them they give a moving picture of Garibaldi and Menotti, first of all living under canvas, then building a wooden penthouse for Garibaldi’s daughter Teresita, and, finally, the present flat-roofed white mansion in the South American style. They cultivated the rocky soil on which we were now standing, planting olives and corn and potatoes. They imported goats from Malta and cows which Garibaldi called by name. Garibaldi’s latent pantheism now acquired practical roots and he wrote emotional descriptions, quoted by Trevelyan, of his communion with plants and animals. They lived simply, but entertained a lot, and friends were constantly coming over to help with building and gardening. Vecchi describes how Garibaldi, when in good spirits, would light a cigar and modestly describe the great feats of arms his men had accomplished in South America, or Lombardy; and when he was sad ‘he rises immediately from table, and walks out; for he constantly suffered from the feeling of desolation, re-peopling in thought the battlefield with fallen friends, and those who died for the noble cause for which he has ever drawn his sword’.


By some typical chance an eccentric, apparently surly Englishman called Collins was sharing the island before Garibaldi’s arrival with the descendants of a bandit, a refugee during the Marlborough wars, called Ferraciolo. For a hundred and fifty years Ferraciolo’s family had continued to live alone, through generation after generation, until Mr Collins, with the help of a rich wife, purchased a large part of Caprera from the Piedmontese Government. Relations between Collins and Garibaldi became strained, for their respective cattle strayed into each other’s property, and Garibaldi eventually built a wall across—the wall at which we were looking as alternate bars of sunlight and cloud rolled over the crumbling overgrown stone.


Garibaldi’s own rooms, over which we were now taken, with our sailor-guide sighing nostalgically for the continente, in between pointing out revered objects, are kept just as he left them. The shutters were wide open and the scent of the cistus poured in. Everything is preserved with touching faithfulness and all around were affecting reminders of his greatest days. There was the red shirt he wore in the assault on Sicily, the saddle of his thirty-year-old horse Marsala, named after the landing place of the Thousand, the green cutter in which he had set out. There was the large solid double-bed where he had slept for sixteen years, finally with the nurse of his grandchildren, whom he had married in 1880, and in a room above it the small, narrow bed in which he had asked to be carried to a window overlooking the sea a few days before he died. Hanging on the wall of this room was a faded calendar bearing the date June 2nd 1882, the day of his death.


The last twenty years of Garibaldi’s life, when he retired to Caprera after Vittorio Emanuele had been elected sovereign in a plebiscite, were something of a gradual, restless decline. The historical romances he wrote are of little interest, the various expeditions on which he led his Red Shirts from time to time, against the papal troops or on behalf of the French Republic, were not successful. The manifestos he poured out had no effect. Yet his declining years on the island, when he was often ill and crippled with rheumatism, did not see his fame lessen. He was always, and has remained, a legendary hero, through whom, with Mazzini and Cavour, Italy gained in the magic year of 1860 national independence and political union.


We went through a succession of rooms and outhouses. In some there were oddments of clothing; those, for example, which the engraving in the British Museum of Garibaldi at Caprera shows him to be wearing, narrow trousers, blouse and neckerchief; in others there were oars, an exquisite bust of Garibaldi as a boy, wax flowers, and hundreds of ship tallies from the hats of sailors from all over the world. I noticed, amongst the names of Italian ships like Pegaso and Fiume, the Royal Oak. Here the President of the Italian Republic, with three liners of pilgrims, comes from Rome on June 2nd every year. They make a tour of the familiar rooms, moving off across the neat gravel drive to where, under olive-trees and amongst rich clusters of geraniums, Garibaldi’s granite tombstone lies flanked by those of his wife and children.


The atmosphere of Caprera, ‘the noblest of all monuments of the Italian Risorgimento’ Trevelyan has called it, is quite remarkably peaceful. It has, as an island estate, great charm and dignity, and wherever you are on it the noise of the sea comes gently surfing up. It is agreeable, particularly, because it is still lived on and because people continually come to visit it. Yet nothing has been spoiled, nothing built. You cannot even buy a picture postcard. The island, which English friends bought in its entirety for Garibaldi before he died, now belongs to the state, and the simple devotion of admirers, who come over daily from Maddalena with flowers, has kept about the buildings a warm, natural informality, with none of the normal mustiness and depression of a museum.
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