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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      The Aspromonte Riddle is a novel based upon real people and events, but it is essential to realise that while there is a strong element of historical fact involved in its creation, there is also a vein of pure fantasy. That is to say that Edward Lear, the artist and author of nonsense poems, and his travelling companion, Lord John Proby, actually did undertake the exploration of Aspromonte on foot in 1847 and were the first Englishmen to do so. Today, the Calabrian authorities have marked places on their route with plaques and various commemorative monuments. There are several itineraries that hikers keen to tread the same route as Lear can follow.

      

      However, in his Diary that details his adventures, Lear makes no mention of a treasure hunt. It was the author’s idea to ‘spice up’ the novel and to provide it with the feel of the whole of Calabria by taking Lear and Proby farther north into the Province of Cosenza. As an example, the second guide, Carmine, is a figment of the author’s imagination as is the sadly typical female brigand, Isabella. There is no suggestion in Lear’s records that they ventured so far north. Not least among this author’s intentions was a desire to transmit a feel for everyday Calabrian life under the Bourbon monarchy in the mid-nineteenth century.

      

      I hope to have succeeded and that you will enjoy this novel as much as I enjoyed writing it.

      

      John Broughton

    

  


  
    
      This novel is dedicated to my wife, Maria, and her family, Silvio, Lidia and Paolo, the latter who inspired the book by telling me to write it, basically! They were all born and bred in Torano Castello, where the author lives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preface

          

          Rome, Italy, February 18th 1847

        

      

    

    
      Lord Proby, travelling anonymously as Mr Proby, lay shivering, desperately ill of the Roman fever. He was another victim of the dreadful winter of 1846, which was exceptionally severe in Rome, a period of rain during which the streets were half under water and communication even in the Corso was only possible by boat, being followed by intense cold that had brought extraordinary humidity to the city, causing mosquitoes to proliferate as soon as the sun burnt through the clouds.

      The British community feared for the life of the pleasant 24-year-old and as news has wings, it flew quickly to the naval base, whence, since John’s father was a naval officer, the tragic news reached his family in Ireland.

      In the summer of 1846, he was at home and had hopes of entering Parliament as M.P. for County Wicklow, a constituency which had been represented by his father from 1816 to 1829 and by his uncle, Sir Ralph Howard, from 1829 to 1840. It was a bitter disappointment to him that his father at that time had reasons for refusing to promote his candidature, which was why, unable to realise his political ambitions, he decided to take up the study of painting seriously, and went to Rome with that objective.

      His father and unmarried sisters were kept in Ireland by the work of helping sufferers from the famine, his married sister, Lady Claud Hamilton, was unable to leave England; but fortunately, his friend Battersby happened to be in Rome, and with the help of Sir Robert Gordon (brother of Lord Aberdeen, who was stepfather to Lord Claud Hamilton, Proby’s brother-in-law) was able to make the necessary arrangements for nursing and medical attention, and to keep his family informed of his condition.

      A maidservant pressed a cool, damp cloth to his fevered brow. She was half-in-love with the handsome but pallid Englishman but scampered out of the rented room when the formidable uniformed figure with a family resemblance entered the room. Through half-closed eyes the flushed features of the patient broke into a weak smile.

      “Granville, dearest brother,” he croaked, “should you not be with your regiment?”

      Hard-pressed to hear the croaked words, Granville Proby caught the sense and smiled ruefully, “Aye, but the demmed pen pushers turned down my application for leave, so I’m absent without—gone AWOL, as they say.”

      “Oh, brother! What about your career?”

      “Blood is thicker than water, my lad. I’ve come to bully you into health!”

      “At your orders, sir!”

      Granville drew a chair to the bedside and took his brother’s hand, noting how cold it was compared to the burning red face and beaded brow.

      “I got better, you know,” he whispered, “but it came back and now I’m at Death’s door.”

      “Nonsense! I want none of that talk. I want you to fight and when you get better, we’ll take a sea trip to Naples. The sea air will restore you and I’ll battle, too, I’ll get my commission back. I have powerful relatives, you’ll see. Maybe they’ll transfer me to another regiment⁠1, but who cares? I plan to leave for England in April, so start getting well, little brother!”

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 As expected, Granville was dismissed from the Army for absenting himself without leave, but owing to the influence of his brother-in-law, Lord Claud Hamilton, and Lord Fitzroy Somerset, afterwards Lord Raglan, he was reinstated and transferred to the 74th Highlanders

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          Rome, Italy, May 1st 1847

        

      

    

    
      Granville returned to England in April. Less than a month later Proby and Edward Lear, John’s art teacher, sat opposite each other, drinking red wine in a Trastevere cantina. The characteristic quarter of Rome had the reputation of being somewhat bohémien, which made it more exciting for those Englishmen of artistic bent. With the artist’s eye, Edward surreptitiously made a mental note of weathered or flirtatious faces.

      On one side of the table sat the still pallid, but otherwise seemingly healthy and cheerful John Proby, and on the other, Mr Edward Lear, landscape artist and poet with a flair for nonsense rhymes. He was driven by a desire to find inspiration for his art and escape the monotony of English society.

      Eleven years older than his friend, Edward had wavy, medium-length hair that was parted slightly to the side, a moustache and small, round spectacles. His expression was calm and contemplative and he was wearing a collared shirt and a waistcoat. He had taken a great liking to his companion, who, similar to himself, was somewhat introverted. Had Edward known, as he admitted years later, that his student friend was an aristocrat, he would not have chosen him as a travelling companion, but plain Mister John Proby suited him perfectly. Edward Lear was from a middle-class background, born at Holloway, north London, the penultimate of twenty-one children, many of whom did not survive infancy. His father, Jeremiah, a stockbroker formerly working for the family sugar refining business, hit hard times as a result of the economic upheaval following the Napoleonic wars, so Edward was mothered by his sister Ann, 21 years his senior. Lear and his sister were required to leave the family home, Bowman’s Lodge, and live together when he was aged four.

      Maybe Lear was drawn to Proby also because of the younger man’s frail health. Edward himself suffered periodically from epilepsy, bronchitis and asthma and, along with these, he had bouts of depression, which began aged seven and continued to torment him in adulthood. He called these spells “the Morbids”.

      Lear was already drawing “for bread and cheese” by the time he was aged 16 and soon developed into a serious “ornithological draughtsman” employed by the Zoological Society. This was the man whose reputation had brought John Proby to him. He was famed as the first major bird artist to draw birds from real live birds, instead of skins. Now in Rome, he needed to supplement his earnings by tutoring such aspiring artists as the mild-mannered John.

      Edward took a deep breath and, overcoming his shyness, said, “John, I’m seriously thinking of moving on from Rome, in search of adventure.”

      Proby looked shocked and dismayed, his posture slumped slightly and he moved his chair back a few inches, “Adventure, Edward?”

      “Yes, indeed, I wish to sail south to Sicily, that land of myth and legend. My dear Proby, do you know what Goethe said about the island? I’ll tell you: ‘To have seen Italy without having seen Sicily is not to have seen Italy at all, for Sicily is the clue to everything.’

      “I shall most certainly miss my lessons with you, and these, our occasional amicable encounters.”

      “Good of you to say so, John,” he smiled shyly, lowering his head as he spoke, “but why don’t you come with me as my travelling companion? We can live frugally and, thus, you need not suspend your art lessons, we can paint landscapes and monuments together. Just think, we shall see sights like Mount Etna, the Greek temple at Segesta with its Doric columns… oh, but why spoil the surprises that lie in wait for us?”

      John leant forward, eyes aglow, he scuffed his chair closer to the table, “I say, what a spiffing idea! When do we sail, Edward?”

      Lear beamed, “I’ll require a couple of days to organise my travelling equipment and settle my affairs and we shall be ready to sail, my dear friend.”

      Proby clamped his hands in his lap and stared hard at Lear, “Edward, will you do me the kindness of making a list of materials I’ll need for our—ahem—artistic forays? You are so much more experienced than I.”

      “Willingly, but you shall come with me to gather them. I see no reason why there cannot be a common fund.”

      “Splendid! Then, that is what we’ll do.”

      There followed their painting tour of Sicily, which ended in:

      
        
        (Messina and Reggio, July 15th 1847)

      

      

      Lear and Proby stood shoulder to shoulder on the Messina waterfront, staring across the strait towards the coast of mainland Italy.

      “Ah, John, we have trodden where the ancient Greeks once trod, we have gazed into the inferno of Etna and amplified our voices in the Syracuse amphitheatre. Why, then, should I feel dissatisfied? Yet, I am. What do you see over there?”

      “A blue chain of mountains and villages spread along the opposite shore.”

      “Precisely. The blue chain beckons us. It is the Aspromonte and, differently from the well-documented pathways we followed in Sicily, nobody has written in English about those arduous paths. What a view from here, my friend! Does it not set your veins a-tingle? Look, there is Reggio scintillating on the opposite shore, and Scilla on its crag, whence our guide says, in certain conditions, it’s possible to hear mastiffs barking across the straits. You can see the high and majestic Aspromonte crowned with clouds, and the pearl-pale cliffs of Bagnara. Oh, yes, adventure calls! Yet, the land of Calabria, of great pictorial and poetic interest, has had only few visitors; still fewer have published their experiences; its landscapes, apart from those of the main roads, or places close to them, have been rarely reproduced, at least by our contemporaries. Do you not share my sentiments, dear John? Do you not see that therein lies the difference with Sicily?”

      “But, Maestro, I have learnt so much about landscape painting from you here in Sicily.”

      “Oh, I don’t doubt it. However, together, my friend, we shall open the eyes of the world to the hidden wonders of Aspromonte. We shall hire a boat, Proby, to cross the strait this afternoon. We can leave a part of our luggage here and take just sufficient for a journey of a month or six weeks in that nearest province. We need to equip ourselves with letters of presentation from the most important personages of the city, who in turn will introduce us to the interior. Come, let the adventure begin!”

      Despite his initial doubts and no little trepidation, John Proby, as often occurred with Edward, was swept along by his companion’s enthusiasm, which now galloped: “Over there! It is the fort of Zancle! We shall embark at once! Soon, the fort will be a mere dot in our wake!”

      “Zancle?”

      Edward peered disapprovingly through his steel-rimmed glasses, “Have you learnt nothing, John? Messina was named Zancle by the Greeks, for ζάγκλον means scythe because of the shape of its natural harbour. I hope I have been a better teacher than your Greek tutor of yore. Gaze below at the harbour. What colour will reproduce that lovely little boat?”

      “Green?”

      “Pah! Be more precise. Imagine you have to paint it.”

      “Why, it is pea-green.”

      “And so it is! Now wouldn’t it be wonderful if a couple eloped in it across the Strait? Surely, it’s a subject for a poem; but not a human couple like Romeo and Juliet. Nay, an animal couple, but which animals?”

      “How about an owl?”

      “Splendid, John! Wonderful, an owl and the other shall be a pussycat. Mmm, let’s see, The Owl and the Pussy-cat went to sea,  In a beautiful pea-green boat… now, there’s the subject of a poem for me, well done, my lad! I shall work on that once I get back to England. For now, I’ll jot it down in my notebook and we’ll be off on our Calabrian excursion.”

      Their boat was not pea-green, but Lear gazed at his travelling companion as intensely as his Owl would at Pussy in years yet to come. In his own way, he had a deep love for John Proby. Of course, he could not spoil their close friendship by declaring any such thing. As he predicted, looking back, the lemon-coloured fort of Zancle was soon far away from them, offset by the deep blue sea. Gradually, the ploughed hills around Messina uncoiled into a long chain, the heights of Taormina and the cloud-and smoke-capped Etna enclosed the scene. Although Reggio Calabria appeared close, it was not until sunset reddened the waves that they arrived and set foot on the long avenue, in front of the uniform façades of the houses built since the latest devastating earthquake, where people were taking their evening promenade.

      Edward insisted on going to the Dogana, the customs office, immediately with his letter of presentation to the Director and, using an imperious tone, he managed to avoid the nuisance questions about the state of their health or finances. Preceded by porters, they made their way to the Locanda Giordano, an inn situated on Reggio’s main road, parallel to the harbour, which boasted decent rooms, where Lear obtained the largest for the sum of four carlini a day.

      On returning to the Dogana the next day, Lear produced a ducal letter and begged the Director, who scanned the letter, saying, “What can I do for you? You only have to command,” to give them a letter of recommendation for Bova and other places in the interior of the toe of Italy. The Director, accompanied everywhere by his poodle, a curly brown-furred creature as faithful as his shadow, promptly promised to do so.

      “When are we going to Bova, Edward?” John asked.

      “First, we must paint a view of Reggio.”

      “How do you propose to do that? A view of the avenue?”

      Lear’s lip curled, “You can’t be serious. Here we have undoubtedly one of the most beautiful places to be found on earth, taken in its context. Rise at dawn and we shall go on an explorative expedition.”

      John wondered exactly what there was to explore but realised that a speedy dawn exodus was necessary to avoid the goats. Their bells jangled as the animals filled the main street they had just walked, blocking entry and exit as people vied for the fresh milk they could provide. Edward was well informed and smiled knowingly when Proby said, “My goodness, as well we did not delay our departure.”

      As they hiked into the countryside overlooking Reggio came his second lesson of the morning. He glimpsed Reggio below through a break in the prickly pear cacti and began to set up his easel.

      “What the devil are you doing, John?”

      “What do you mean, just look at this view. I thought I’d paint it.”

      “Why so hasty? Do you not know that the true artist will wander hither and thither seeking to better his first impression. Come along with you and see whether you can do better.” They followed a winding track lined with rosettes of thick tapering succulent leaves—aloes. Still seething from his reprimand, Proby understood what Lear had wished to convey. He was tempted to risk his friend’s scorn twice more when a peremptory “Here!” settled the matter. Both men set up their easels and gazed at an almost destroyed castle, with its lovely colours, and picturesque shape that dominated the long city, the strait and beyond, the snow-crowned volcano, Mount Etna—the Mongibello⁠1. Under the castle walls lay, spread out, gardens of oranges, lemons, citrons, and bergamots, the green swathe that ran from the hills down to the beach and as far as the eye could see in either direction, broken only by the white lines of a torrent carving its dry bed with only a trickle at this time of year. It was hard to believe that in winter, the water would descend with a rushing force. In the background, John picked out the rich Sicilian vegetation: almonds, silvery green olive plantations, palm trees, cacti, giant spiky aloes and figs.

      Edward painted with deft strokes, John vainly trying to compete with his mentor. Yet, Edward paused and showered him with praise: “John, I swear this is your best effort to date, keep on like that, my boy! This afternoon, we’ll pay a courtesy call to Cavaliere Musitano, who spends the summer away from the suffocating air of the city in his Villetta. He’s one of the richest landowners in the province. We are lucky to have a letter of presentation. They tell me that his courtyard has a pergola that provides ample shade from this heat. I am told that it has many small cages containing many exotic birds, which interest me immensely, of course, and the whole lot under the watchful supervision of a great red and blue macaw.”

      The Cavaliere gave them a warm welcome and provided more letters for places on Lear’s proposed route. Reluctantly, they left him when his chapel bell rang the Ave Maria service. In any case, they needed to make preparations for their visit to the interior of the province.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 “beautiful mountain” in Sicilian dialect.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

          Melito di Porto Salvo, July 27 1847

        

      

    

    
      Edward established that they would leave Melito di Porto Salvo, the southernmost point of Reggio Calabria—and hence Italy—for Pentedattilo on Tuesday. When that day came around, to John’s acute disappointment, Edward said, “Tuesday is market day in Reggio, I need a straw hat and you should also protect your head from the sun’s strong rays. The market is held in the Piazza del Popolo. Make sure you keep a tight hold on your purse, John.”

      There were indeed straw hats for sale at some stalls, but when he intimated that he wished to buy one, Edward was met by sullen obstinacy and a shake of the head, “No, signore,” and not having any command of English, the stallholder simply thrust a white flat cap at him. “Una còppula, signore!” Edward frowned and pointed at a blue flat cap, eliciting the same stubborn expression, “No, signore, you no marinaio.”

      Somewhat perplexed, realisation dawned on Edward. “You’re right, I’m not a sailor. Non sono marinaio.” At last, the stallholder beamed, and pointed at the white còppula, “Nobile. Nobile inglese.” At the risk of offending the good fellow, by a series of gestures, each obstinately repulsed, Edward discovered that the black còppula was typically reserved for labourers, the brown one was for farmers and field workers. Realising that time was pressing, Lear admitted defeat and settled for two white flat caps and was regaled with a wide gap-toothed grin: a mixture of satisfaction and triumph.

      While Edward explained how the colour of the caps denoted social status, he teased John, “I guess I should call you milord, now you have a white cap!”

      Lord John Proby smiled secretly and thought, if only you knew, Edward. Maybe I’ll tell you when the time’s right. It’ll stop you being such a cock of the roost. Lost in a sudden nostalgia for County Wicklow, John completely missed Lear’s sudden halt at an antiques stall. He had gone on several paces farther amid the bustling throng when he realised he was alone. Turning, he stared past the colourful best aprons over the embroidered dresses of the better-off women and spotted Edward haggling in pidgin Italian with a stall keeper. Suddenly intrigued, John weaved his way to stand beside his friend. The object of discussion was a yellowed parchment; John would have sworn it was an annotated chart or map. Judging by the crafty expression in the eyes of the stallholder, the fellow had scented value in the document that he had not suspected previously. If it meant so much to the milord inglese he would drive a hard bargain. For his part, Lear has always been fascinated by historical artefacts and ancient civilisations. The prospect of uncovering a hidden treasure or a significant historical artefact resonated deeply with his interests. But his pride would not allow him to be plucked like a pheasant by an illiterate half-brigand. Out of the corner of his mouth he whispered to John, “Pretend to pull me away and say it’s not worth what he’s asking.”

      Quick on the uptake and using what little Italian he had absorbed, Proby seized his friend’s arm and, tugging, uttered, “Dai, Edward, non vale quello che chiede! Andiamo!” Pretending to toss away the worthless parchment, Edward agreed to leave.

      “Un attimo, Signore! Vanno bene anche due carlini.” The rogue had dropped his demand from ten carlini, a ducato indeed, to two carlini. Better two than nothing! Edward quickly took the two coins from his purse and sniffed when the man snatched them from him.

      Carefully rolling the parchment, Edward felt a tingle of excitement as the idea of following a map and solving clues appealed to his adventurous spirit. He enjoyed the thrill of exploration and discovery. He hoped that he was not sadly mistaken and that he had stumbled upon an authentic document and not a fraudulent reproduction designed expressly to deceive the unwary. Yet, the map had a mysterious allure as it appeared to be ancient, perhaps hundreds of years old, suggesting it held secrets from the past. The craftsmanship and aged parchment had immediately captivated Lear’s, admittedly fervid, imagination.

      Back at their lodgings in Melito and ready to depart for Pentedattilo, the Englishmen pored over the map with mounting excitement as it hinted at a hidden treasure or a significant historical artefact buried somewhere in Aspromonte. Better able to read than speak the language, intrigued, he decided to follow the map’s clues during their journey.

      “John, we will proceed to hire a guide and since we shall make our journey on foot, we will need a muleteer.” After asking around for one such available person, they found a pleasant, reserved type by the name of Ciccio da Gallico, aged over fifty, who agreed to accompany them with his beast for the sum of six carlini a day. They booked him for an indefinite period and Edward considered this a most reasonable price, while the arrangement meant that they would not have to carry their admittedly meagre baggage and equipment. He also warned Proby not to speak about the parchment within the hearing of the guide, for if his suspicion was correct and it referred to a hidden treasure, he did not wish to excite the curiosity of a hitherto unknown companion.

      Ciccio bound four packs on his mule: one full of various garments, two of painting materials and equipment—one each—and, finally, one with umbrellas, plaids, and other assorted necessities.

      Edward could not help but notice that the steady mule was as placid as its taciturn owner and inwardly thanked his good fortune that the beast was not capricious.

      Another stipulation with the guide was that they had no fixed itinerary and would stop wherever and whenever they wanted to paint or write. The Calabrian’s only condition was quite reasonable, that if he were to be sent away at any point on the journey, the daily rate would be paid until he arrived back in Reggio.

      By mid-morning they were ready to depart and Edward, having paid Ciccio for the first day, explained that they would not follow carriageways, but take little-known footpaths to their first destination, the village of Pentedattilo, which lay just over four miles away, as the crow flies, to the north of Melito across rugged, mountainous terrain. He considered that his choice of not travelling by coach brought various advantages: it was more economical; they would see and paint or describe the scenery better, stopping wherever they chose; they would reach inaccessible places far from the effects of the Industrial Revolution, with no coketowns or smoke-belching locomotives thereabouts. The drawback was that the only wayside inns were beside the carriageways, so they would have to rely on letters of presentation in villages for accommodation and sustenance.

      The travellers trudged behind their guide until they came to a rock-strewn fiumara—one of the many wide torrent beds, which conjured up impassable surging waters in the winter, but which in July contained the merest trickle of water. From here, Lear’s eyes met the most incredible sight, glimpsed through a cleft in the rocky crags—Pentedattilo! Excited, he grasped the surprised Ciccio’s arm and fired, “Where? Where is the best view of the village?”

      At first, struggling to understand, suddenly, comprehension dawned on the guide. Typically silent, he pointed at a winding track to the left, which rose steeply up a crag to a sort of plateau. “Very well, Ciccio, you and the mule stay down here at the torrent, John and I will climb to that ledge for a better view.” Pointing several times at the dry bed and holding up both hands and moving them up and down like fans, he made the guide understand that he must wait. His wide grin told Edward that his communication had been received and approved. So, he grabbed his writing materials and diary and set off with John up the challenging track. The tip-tap of Lear’s trusty stag horn walking stick with its albatross head for a handle and its sharp steel point at the end scansioned their ascent.

      When they reached the small plateau, in reality, a kind of ledge, the most incredible view opened up to them. Lear leafed through his diary, dipped his pen in the ink bottle, and wrote: “The appearance of Pentedattilo is perfectly magical… Wild spires of stone shoot up into the air, barren and clearly defined, in the form (as its name implies) of a gigantic hand against the sky, and in the crevices and holes of this fearfully savage pyramid, the houses of Pentedattilo are wedged, while darkness and terror brood over all the abyss around this — the strangest of human abodes”.

      “Isn’t the name derived from the Greek, Edward?” John interrupted his thoughts.

      Determined not to be sardonic with his friend each time he betrayed his rudimentary grasp of the classics, Edward replied gallantly, “Bravo, John! Indeed, it is! See, that is Monte Calvario, a mountain whose shape resembles that of five fingers: hence the name, from the Greek penta and daktylos, which translated, means five and fingers.”

      “My word, that’s marvellous! So, it does! What a shame we didn’t bring our paints up here.”

      “On our way back to Reggio, we’ll pass here again and seize the opportunity. For now, let’s just admire the view and anticipate the pleasure of setting foot in that village.”

      Standing lost in thought, Lear was wondering about overnight accommodation, but more to the point, where they would go the following day, for his mind was constantly returning to the mysterious parchment. Its first clue referred to a prominent old oak tree in Aspromonte, known locally for its distinctive shape and size. This tree was the first landmark he needed to locate to begin his treasure hunt. Locating it would require him to talk to the locals without betraying his real purpose, not an easy task, also given his limited proficiency in the language. To complicate matters, many did not speak Italian, but an even more incomprehensible local dialect.

      The companions wandered back down to rejoin the patient Ciccio and his placid mule. Carefully replacing his notebook, Edward opened a pouch where he kept his priceless letters of presentation. Reading one rapidly, he recalled the directions of Cavaliere Musitano. They didn’t need to climb up to the village of Pentedattilo to reach Don Pietro’s mansion, which stood on the plain below the magnificent heights.

      “Ciccio, we wish to visit the village, but afterwards, our lodgings will be with a certain Don Pietro. Find out where his residence is while John and I climb up to explore the village. We’ll meet here before sunset and you will lead us to don Pietro, capito?”

      “Sì, signore.” Ciccio’s understanding seemed to grow exponentially on a daily basis. True, some English words were very similar to the Italian, like village, lodgings and residence and Edward chose as many of these as possible to aid communication.

      The friends climbed up to the village but on the way encountered some women, returning for lunch from the vineyards, who upon seeing them, squealed and dashed away as if from some ill-intentioned foe. Proby shrugged and said, “I wonder what on earth possessed them to react like that?”

      “I doubt that in their young lives, they have seen the likes of us, or any foreigners, for that matter.”

      Despite the magnificence of the mountain setting, so ably described in his notebook by Edward, the village was something of a disappointment. It would not have been in its heyday, but it had been badly damaged by the earthquake of 1783 so that many people had deserted the place for safer housing at Melito on the coast. Those remaining, on the whole, were wary of strangers and the air was thick with suspicion. It proved a difficult task to find a hospitable local prepared to sell them some wine, goat’s cheese and bread. In what turned out to be a cantina, the sight of Edward’s coins proved persuasive and produced their first welcoming smile in Pentedattilo.

      “Well, I’ll be blowed!” John exclaimed. “It’s almost as if we’re viewed as intruders or some kind of menace.”

      “You have to understand them, John. These are poor, honest labourers, whose life is hard, and I imagine that their schooling is limited. People are scared of what they don’t know and understand. All we can do is be polite and generous with them.”

      This sensible advice reaped its reward, while the majority kept their distance and merely stared, the few who approached, nodded and smiled. Edward’s tactic of paying for another bottle of wine and calling for more of the 3-inch-tall faceted glasses to offer drinks, paid off handsomely. They compensated for the lack of knowledge of the local dialect with gestures and smiles and settled into the pleasant torpor induced by strong red wine.

      Well into the afternoon, Edward pulled on his albert, extracting a watch from his waistcoat pocket. “It’s time we took our leave, John, Ciccio will despair of us.”

      “I hardly think that fellow has such emotions, old chap. But you’re right, it’s time to move on.”

      They picked their way cautiously down the steep trail with the realisation that the day was surrendering to evening. Edward looked back at the surprisingly majestic and savage scene. As the sun set in purple glory over the vast mass of the pinnacled towers, he turned to John.

      “Mister Proby, behold what no other Englishman has beheld. This is what we came here for, my friend. Ah, the faithful Ciccio awaits!”

      The loyal guide had completed his task and waved his employer to take the path to the right. Sensing their weariness, there was no point in them going out of their way to join him. On the contrary, he would unite with them by leading the mule across on a diagonal route through the undergrowth. Reunited, the travellers listened as Ciccio, with a series of strange sounds, pointed and raised five fingers.

      “I sincerely hope he means five minutes and not five miles,” John chuckled.

      After a few minutes, they glimpsed a walled courtyard. “Don Pietro,” Ciccio said laconically. It was enough to raise their flagging spirits. They would have been further uplifted had they realised that the following day would be the true start of their adventurous treasure hunt thanks to don Pietro’s hospitality.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

          Outskirts of Prunella quarter, near Pentedattilo, July 28, 1847

        

      

    

    
      Don Pietro’s greeting could hardly have been more cordial because Ciccio had left him the letter of presentation, which he had read at leisure twice. A childhood friend of Cavaliere Musitano and his family, he was only too happy to offer what hospitality he could to oblige an old friend. He arranged fresh figs, collected from his garden by his maidservant, Rosa, to be served with a glass of white wine, made from his lovingly cared-for Greco vines, and stored in a 4000-litre barrel in his cellar. Don Pietro had drawn off two litres into a large glass bottle, corked it and placed it in a stone trough brim-full of icy spring water—a spring with which his property was blessed, the reason why his ancestors had built the fattoria around it.

      “Welcome, welcome, my dear friends!”  Pietro cried expansively, “I have arranged a splendid surprise for you this evening: a dinner with an important guest. Don Tommaso is coming,” he thrust his chest out, eyes aglow, “he’s the priest at our parish church of St John the Baptist. You’d have to go a long way to find better company and he’s so well-educated and articulate!”

      “May I compliment you on your excellent English, don Pietro?” Lear was truly impressed.

      “Jesuits! Either you learn or they beat knowledge into you,” the weathered, lined face broke into a broad grin, displaying surprisingly even and white teeth, “I have much to be grateful for regarding my education in the convent. But tell me, what do you think of my vino?”

      “It’s quite delectable, don Pietro,” John Proby said.

      “As are the figs,” Edward added hastily.

      “Ah, the figs! Come, look over here,” he ordered Rosa to take a basketweave tray indoors laden with figs, having been exposed all day to the hot sun. “We desiccate them and then cut four open, stuff them with walnuts or toasted almonds and orange peel, close them one over another and then form them into a cross, dip them in syrup of figs and bake them in the oven, all this in September, to make the delicious crocette. Come back here in September and you shall sample a taste of paradise.”

      They sat outside, enjoying an aperitif of red wine with taralli, oval-shaped salty rings, and sheep’s cheese. The evening was balmy and it was pleasant to sit outdoors. As if reading his guests’ minds, don Pietro asked, “Would you prefer dinner indoors or out here? I can ask Rosa to—how do you say? Lay the table out here or in the cooler dining room.”

      “I’d prefer out here, there’s the slightest cooling breeze, and it’s so pleasant,” Edward said, thinking that there was little chance of sitting in the garden in England for dinner, even in late July.

      “Oh, jolly good show!” John clapped his hands, “I prefer out here by the olive tree, if it’s no trouble,” he added.

      “None at all! Rosa!”

      A deep bark was the first indication that their host kept a dog. It was a grey mastiff, chained up in the shade of an outhouse. “Silenzio, Hypnos!” don Pietro commanded. “Useless beast! You bark now because visitors are arriving, but you were asleep when the Englishmen came!”

      “Ha-ha!” Edward nudged John, “It’s a Cretan mastiff and consider the name…Hypnos was the Greek god of sleep, how appropriate!”

      The hound had heard the approaching footsteps and a figure dressed in a black cassock with a matching biretta on his head surmounted by a black tuft appeared, clearly a priest. Recognising him, the mastiff stopped its growling and lay down again.

      “Come, come, don Tommaso! Join us for a glass of wine with my English guests. We’ll speak strictly in English this evening. I know you can do it.”

      “Pleased to meet you, gentlemen,” the priest shook hands and bowed. His English was evidently as good as Piero’s. This was a bonus Lear and Proby had not expected in the depths of Calabria.
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