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To Bunty 


Wife, love of my life 


and 


To Dottore Pino Toscano, Pasquale Pangallo, 


Giovanni ‘Gianni’ Nocera and their families, who made 


this story possible, with gratitude and affection 







Apologia Italiana 


In this book I have attempted to describe conversations with my Calabrese friends and others as best I can in words as spoken and understood by me. This does not mean, and I apologise for it, that the language, grammar, spelling, etc. are accurate or true of conversational, or written, Italian, Calabrese, dialetto, etc. 


One of the wonders of our little Altro Mondo is that little or no English is spoken, and this, as well as being in a unique Old Italy time warp, is one of the most refreshing aspects of stopping the world and getting off at the Jasmine Coast. No English Voices means you’re cut off from most of the bad news in the world, and most of what you do hear you can’t understand. 


I had to cobble together a means of communication with my friends Pasquale, Pino and Gianni and co. and at least we understand it. I thought it best and simplest to reproduce it for you ‘warts and all’ rather than attempt to correct it, which would, in my view, take away rather than add to both the sense and any entertainment value you might hopefully derive from this book. 


So ciao, read on, enjoy. 



Ian Ross 
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1 


Sempre Problemi 


I’m sitting under an olive tree called Stumpy, on the tiled barakka terrace we built facing directly onto our beach, drinking a cup of caffè Inglese, my first of the day, and gazing out over our sandy little smile of a bay, our small slice of blue Mediterranean heaven.  


The morning sun has risen over the lighthouse as it always does – there’s been one there for 3,000 years, and there are 326 days of sunshine a year here on the Jasmine Coast. At seven a.m. it is warm on my face, and bright on the blue Ionian water. 


There are dolphins in the bay, sleek black backs breaking the surface, then rolling back under, only to reappear somewhere else. I watch the glittering sea like a hawk to see where.  


Our house, the Villa La Buntessa, is one of only seven scattered among the wild grasses and giant eucalyptus trees of Contrada Limarra. Nothing will ever be built here again. It’s just us and the turtle, protected by both EU and Italian law.  


In fact nothing ever changes anyway hereabouts. In all the years we’ve been coming here we always return to the exact same everything. While the pace of change accelerates throughout the rest of the overcrowded world in, to me, increasingly alarming and disturbing ways, here in the tiny commune of Palizzi time stands reassuringly still. Some call it ‘abbandonato’. I call it paradise. 



The beach is usually deserted, and even in Luglio/Agosto the holidaymakers are few, none of them tourists, all of them Italian. No English voices except ours are ever to be heard in this neck of the woods, ‘further off the beaten track than most people want to go’ as Bunty puts it. We are hard to find and harder still to get to. Public access is not encouraged, either by us residents or by the Comune di Palizzi. We are the number one habitat in all of Italy for the turtle – ‘tartaruga’, and the beach is UNESCO protected, as is the bay. We are a little lost world.  


The bay is teeming with fish, small tuna, swordfish and sardine, and may only be fished by the small local fishing boats, lovely old traditional wooden craft, probably not much different to that of Phlebas the Phoenician, a long time dead.  


Unique cross-currents flow through the Straits of Messina, ancient home of Scylla and Charybdis, and across the Ionian sea from Greece and Africa, bringing with them crystal-clear water and our ultra-sunny microclimate.  


But this heavenly stretch of coast I found is a paradoxical one, a Paradiso con il diavolo, an Et in Arcadia Ego kind of place. There are many problemi. For example:  


I arrived two days ago from London, on Alitalia, via the usual seven-hour wait in Rome airport, getting up in the morning at five and finally trundling up the slope into the Aeroporto del Stretto Reggio Calabria at six thirty p.m. It is ‘troppo lontano’ to get here, far too far for weekends or even half-term, and expensive. No direct flights to Ibiza are we. 



Pasquale was there to meet me; silver hair and a suntan; big smile: 


‘EEEEEEE AN!’ (Here I am Eeeeean or Yan or occasionally Ivan.) 


‘Come andiamo?’ 


‘Pasquale!’ 


We did the kissing thing. 


Anywhere else in the world Pasquale would probably be prime minister or something. He is a man of infinite resource. Here he ekes out a living hand to mouth, taking whatever lavoro he can get. Looking after Villa La Buntessa is probably his only regular employment, if you can call it that. 


‘E tu?’ I said. ‘Tutto bene?’ 


He shrugged in what you might call the Full Italian way as we headed across the hot (wonderfully hot) Aeroporto del Stretto parking lot to our old blue Fiat Multipla, Macchina Nostra. So called because it’s mine as I paid for it, and his because it’s registered in his name. In Italy, unlike every other European country, you have to be Italian to own a vehicle. Why this is so no one knows. It makes no sense, but then in Italy, especially in the south, very little does. Its Byzantine legal system is like one vast Jarndyce v Jarndyce rumbling interminably and pointlessly on, keeping armies of avvocati busy, and providing work for countless document-stamping bureaucrats in a land where real work, of the honest and productive kind, is extremely hard to come by. 


I used to drive down from London in our ancient Toyota people carrier, loaded to the gunwales with goods from Ikea and Portobello Road, a three-day journey that eventually took too great a toll on both self and car. One time a leaky radiator had me filling it up every twenty minutes all the way from Dijon – a severe test of the nervous system. But it was a near miss with a lorry in Umbria, at the end of a fourteen-hour drive (it nearly was The End), that finally decided me to throw in the towel and quit the long-haul system. 



Quite frankly I’m too old, my reactions are shot, and there’s a lot of hard road en route, especially the Naples to Reggio A3, the so-called ‘Autostrada del Sole’, where unexpected hazards, much as they do in Calabria generally, suddenly overtake one and threaten to overwhelm. There are just too many steep mountain climbs in one coned-off lane behind grindingly slow (barely moving at all) lorries. 


The A3, it was once explained to me, has a zero maintenance budget, rendering it not really an autostrada at all, but at least it’s toll-free. And if there ever is any money allocated by the powers-that-be in Rome, it tends to go to contractors notoriously affiliated with such organisations as the Camorra of Naples and the ’Ndrangheta of Calabria, whose priorities almost certainly do not include the smooth flow of traffic through their southern fiefdoms. 


We stowed the bags and climbed into the warm, scented interior – scented in the way that all Latino-operated cars seem to be. A saint bobbed reassuringly on the dashboard. 


When we got onto the SS 106 I said, ‘So – Pasquale, che fai?’ 


‘Grandi problemi,’ he replied, never one for beating about the bush. 


My heart sank, not for the first time and certainly not for the last. That’s the thing about coming down here, you never know what body blow is going to fall next. It’s the unavoidable Death’s Head in Arcady.  


Is it all worth it financially? Has one at least made a good investment? Property tends to go up in value, especially beach property, but sadly not hereabouts I discovered, where people are either scared off by the mafia, or can’t get here because of the impossible journey and the fact that there is zero tourist infrastructure if they do. 


Pasquale and I once discussed ‘valore di casa’, and he simply pointed at the deserted beach and said ‘valore la’. The real value is being non-existent on any estate agent’s map, a kind of locational black hole in otherwise highly desirable Italy. 



But there’s much more to it than that. The beautiful empty beach is just a part of it. There’s the whole southern Italian thing that first drew Bunty and me and keeps on drawing us; the people, for a start: warm like the sun, poor, laughing, happy, friendly, for whom chronic historic hardship has evolved into a sense of humour that strangely matches my own. Very few things aren’t a huge joke. I felt it from the start, way beyond mere empathy. It’s Theatre of the Absurd writ large. An Irish friend said it sounds like the west of Ireland only hot.  


You can sit all day in the piazza bar drinking a one-euro cappuccino and watch the world go by with all the old retired mafiosi-looking guys, dripping with bling, leaning their chins on their sticks and chuckling over their grappa and limoncello. It’s the Dolce Vita Calabrese and it isn’t going anywhere; it isn’t changing any time soon. You can buy pizza by the metre that’s crunchy every centimetre of the way and the gelato is like nowhere else on Earth. Another Calabrese friend once described it to me as ‘a paradise of nothing’. 


So – what was it this time? I braced myself. 


‘Grandi problemi con casa di legno.’ 


‘Casa di legno – oh no!’ 


The casa di legno, our lovely wooden garden house, I should explain, has been fraught with many problemi right from the start. When we first found the property Bunty and I both thought something might be done with the large vacant space at the back between the gates and the garage. The professore next door, we noticed, had a caravan in his garden, and she thought that might be a good idea. 


I agreed with her until Pasquale’s cousin Gianni got involved. He had a better idea, bigger and better and just as legal as a caravan – a house made of wood: a casa di legno. And of course it would involve far more lavoro for him and Pasquale. Just how much more I could never have imagined. 



He showed me a brochura of these dwellings and they were indeed belle if not bellissime. I agreed they would be far superior to a caravan, and very soon after that Gianni’s ‘collega’ Domenico was produced, a glib and convincing BMW driver from the historic mountain town of Serra San Bruno. 


Collega is an imprecise term (most Calabrian terms are) I was to hear often, somewhere between a cousin and a friend, but not exactly either. Less baggage of personal responsibility attaches to a collega if things go wrong. And things did go very wrong indeed with Domenico. 


‘Sentenza di Tribunale per demolizione di casa di legno.’ 


They wanted me to knock down my beautiful wooden house. After all these years. 


‘Demolizione impossible, Pasquale – no! I have a condono!’ 


‘Condono niente.’ 


‘Si, si, Pasquale – I HAVE A CONDONO!’ 


‘Architetto Napoli ditte me condono niente.’ 


The condono system, a brainwave of Signor Berlusconi, takes advantage of the fact that since all building work in Italy is illegal, an opportunity can be provided for offenders to wipe the slate clean by paying their local comune a whacking fee, in our case, in Palizzi, 100 euros per square metre, to ‘condone’ their illegal works and make them legal. 


I had paid a hundred times 52 square metres equalling 5,200 euros many years back, and I had, I hoped, the paperwork somewhere or other to prove it. 


When we got home I began to search. And miraculously my deep-seated memory, driven perhaps by desperation, led me unerringly to the spot, right at the back of a drawer in my mother’s desk, where the four crucial slips of paper, eached signed and stamped by both the architetto and the comune, lay. 



I rushed out waving them: ‘Prove! Prove!’ 


Pasquale did actually seem impressed that I could be right and everybody else apparently wrong. We got back in the Fiat and headed at breakneck speed (Pasquale’s preferred pace anyway) for the offices of architetto Napoli. 


He was still open. I waved my bits of paper, proving beyond doubt that my beautiful wooden house had been condoned, and indeed that he had been instrumental in achieving it. 


He raised his hands to heaven, then delved in an ancient-looking wooden cabinet where he soon found the file. Sure enough, there it was, the Condono di Comune di Palizzi. We were saved. 


Only we weren’t. An animated discussion between him and Pasquale, too rapid and ‘dialetto’ for me to follow, produced the following dismal prognosis: 


Even though I had a condono, it was rendered null and void by the fact that the avvocato from Spropoli, far from winning as she had claimed, had abandoned the case nine years ago. The Comune di Palizzi had issued the condono on entirely false information. We had all, the architetto included, believed her. 


The tribunale meanwhile, after waiting ten years for someone to turn up and defend the vigile’s denunciation, had finally lost patience and delivered the sentenzo di demolizione, a sentence for which not only was there now no appeal, but one that would never have been delivered in the first place nine years ago. At the time such harsh judgements were unheard of, before the EU came along and stuck their oar in. 


‘Abandoned the case,’ I said, sitting limply on the edge of a desk. 



The architetto, his assistant and Pasquale all raised their hands in synchronised resignation, smiling and shaking their heads in stoic unison. 


‘But I paid her 480 euros. It was all tutto bene.’ 


‘But it was not,’ said the architetto, as if this explained everything. Their smiles became sadder and more philosphical. 


‘And what does she have to say about it?’ 


‘She is matta.’ It was the only explanation. The woman was mad, and sadly no one had realised it; crazy in the head. Actually, I had always suspected it. 


And now what was to be done? 


The head-shaking became more final; more in tune with the Calabrian doom-laden world view. There is no appeal against the might of the tribunale. I had one month to knock it down. 


I left the building with Pasquale in a state of shock. The wooden house, over the years, had become weathered into its lovely cottage garden and surrounding foliage of bamboo, cypressas and flowering oleander, its veranda cool and shady, its interior colourful and comfortable. Years of trouble had eventually evolved into a jewel in the Buntessa crown. Everybody loved it, and it was a great favourite with our regular renters in July and August. 


We drove back through the steep and narrow Palizzi streets to Pasquale’s house where I would leave him, and where evening life was just getting into languid Italian swing in the little bright front flower gardens and overhanging balconies. Young ragazze and ragazzi strolled, or whizzed about on their mopeds, helmetless and carefree. How I envied them. 


Pasquale’s own balconia, on street level, was crowded with eager welcoming faces poised to greet me: his wife Melina, various sorelle and aunts, and Pasquale’s grandson Pasquallino, or Pasquale Piccolo as I call him. He is a mad keen Chelsea supporter, and the fact that I technically live in Chelsea added extra fervour to his rush to embrace me, as he always does, hugging my legs with enthusiasm.‘Yan! Yan!’  



He was in full Chelsea strip, and no amount of explaining that I support QPR ever has the slightest impact. I gave him a blue cap with ‘Football’ embroidered across the peak in white. It could after all relate to either team. 


‘Hey Pasquallino!’ I said. ‘Come?’ 


‘Bene bene bene!’ 


Melina came forward and we embraced. ‘Come stai?’ 


‘Non cento percento bene, Melina,’ I said. ‘Grandi problemi con la mia casa di legno.’ 


‘No! No, no – tranquillo, Ian.’ 


‘Si si si, Melina – catastrofe.’ 


‘Non è una catastrofe – Pasquale la risolvera!’ 


I looked at Pasquale hopefully. He shrugged and smiled. 


‘La risolvera?’ I said. 


‘Non lo so possibile.’ 


Melina said, ‘Tranquillo, Ian – Pasquale la risolvera.’ 


I cheered up. This was true, he would sort it out. He’d pulled off some spectacular rescues over the years. ‘Si si, sempre risolvera lui. Pasquale – Grande Maestro di Risolvera.’ I put my arm around his shoulder and hugged him. 


Pasquale smiled inscrutably, ‘Speriamo!’ 


Before I took possession of my old Fiat Multipla and left, there was one more thing: Pasquale’s younger son Vincenzo was at last getting married to his long-term fidanzata, the bravissima ragazza Antonella. Saturday was to be his stag night. 


‘Probabilmente sedici amici, tutti maschi, venti al massimo.’ 



I didn’t get it at first. 


‘Sei libero Sabato sera?’ he asked. 


Of course I was free. I am pretty well always libero. That’s one of the big attractions of my paradise of nothing. I have managed to stop the world and get off. 


I got it that Pasquale was inviting me. ‘Si, Pasquale, sono sempre libero.’ It did seem mildly surprising. We are friendly of course, but I am hardly one of Vincenzo’s intimate buddies. 


‘E casa tua? Sempre libero?’ 


Now I got it. The penny dropped at last. Young and Calabrese though I may not be, I did at least possess the ideal venue. 


‘Solo barakka con grande tavola, y possibile barbecue?’ 


It is a venue which without Pasquale I could not possibly continue to enjoy. His commitment to it is equal to my own, and he knows much more about keeping it going than I do. He loves the place, and when I’m not there he goes on loving it. It’s not far off being Casa Nostra in much the same way as the Multipla is Macchina Nostra. 


There was no way I could refuse. Anyway I was happy to host Vincenzo’s stag do. We discussed some of the details, there was a lot more embracing all round, and finally I climbed aboard the good old Multipla and tootled off, very much the popular padrone, grateful arriverdercis from everyone ringing in my ears. 


Next day I did the rounds in Palizzi, and was greeted by all and sundry with great enthusiasm. I must say I enjoy these homecomings. Palizzi is home to some twelve hundred souls all of whom know and/or are related to each other and all of whom know me now after so many years. I am no longer a complete outsider though still something of a curiosity – the Inglese, the only one they’ve ever seen. 


Nowhere else I’ve ever been is everyone so friendly. You don’t pass people by on the street in Palizzi without a salve, or a buongiorno, buonasera, come stai? etc. People throughout the ages have dreamed of utopias, but for my money Palizzi is hard to beat, a microcosom of southern Italian life. The very old and the very young and everyone in between are looked after for life in what amounts to one large family. Introspection and loneliness are kept at bay by a way of life that’s outdoor and outward and communal rather than indoor and inward. It’s impossible to ‘isolate’ in a place like this. Old age and loneliness are a major problem elsewhere but not here. Poverty is not a problem either because everyone is poor. 



In the scale of what people look for architecturally in little Italian towns it scores about a zero, but it gets ten out of ten in my book for the culture that lives rather than the kind you look at in guide books: life as it is lived by Italians here and now. 


In the hills above lies its medieval counterpart Palizzi Superiore, complete with eleventh-century Norman castle and surrounded by the hardy mountain vineyards that make Palizzi a ‘Città del Vino’. If you want more of an aesthetic fix and you’re prepared to rough it over the steep potholed hairpin-bended horrors of the road for eleven kilometres uphill, then Old Palizzi is the place for you. There’s a fourth-century Byzantine chapel nearby, used at present to house goats. 


But there’s nothing to do when you get there and nowhere to stay. You can’t get into the castle (the Barone lives in Reggio and keeps it locked), so really the most you can hope for is the journey back. The relief on getting down to sea level again makes the whole thing worth it. You can sit outside the piazza bar and reflect on life in the mountains, and what on earth that must be like in winter.  


I saved my visit to the supermercato to last, partly so as not to lug my shopping around in the heat, but also because the welcome there is always the warmest. Ernesto, who speaks a little English after a stint in the oil business in Saudi Arabia, and his family, the signora, two large sons and one daughter, always treat me like some sort of prodigal son whose return from the remote outer world becomes a greater and greater event with every passing year. 



‘Good-a-MORning,’ says the tubby and beaming Ernesto as soon as he sees me. ‘And how are-a YOU today? You have-a been a-swimming in the mare?’ The fact that I live on the beach makes this inevitable of course. ‘Non ha troppo freddo?’ 


It is actually a bit freddo in May, and anyway I hadn’t had time to get round to it, or down to it, the beach being a bit bassa this year and too great a leap from my gate without Pasquale supervising his invaluable sidekick Michele in some much-needed sand-shovelling. 


‘Adesso no,’ I said apologetically, ‘probabilmente dopo.’ A lot of things in Calabria are probabilmente dopo. It was an answer to which Ernesto could easily relate.  


Palizzi being a celebrated ‘Città del Vino’, and Ernesto its leading retailer, he is a very great expert on wine. Upon my telling him of tomorrow’s great event at my house, the stag do of Vincenzo, which he already knew all about, he hurried me over to the vino section, where I had intended buying a token bottle of Prosecco. 


‘No, no, no!’ Ernesto positively exploded with the word. ‘No! He will only want champagne! I think that only this very fine bottle of Moët and Chandon will do for such a festa as you are planning for him so generously at your house!’ 


An Inglese such as myself, in other words, would surely not want to spoil the ship for a ha’pth of tar. 


I added it to my basket. It was ten times the price of Prosecco. 


The following evening I was primed and ready for anything. The bottle of Moët was chilling in the fridge. The same could not be said for myself. I paced about nervously. 



At seven o’clock there was a loud racket at the top of the drive, and two laden flatbed trucks came clattering down and parked next to the barbecue. I was glad to see Pasquale in one of them. 


Two beefy buddies of his I didn’t know piled out with him and started unloading. I greeted them all but was soon politely sidelined. I retreated to my veranda – running the risk of seeming standoffish to be comfortable – and sat there watching the show. 


It was pretty interesting. My sturdy twelve-year-old barbecue, not much more than stacked slabs of cement, was transformed into a raging furnace by extending its height and placing a huge piece of flat metal on top which heated up to become a giant griddle capable of cooking a series – a continuous series – of courses for twenty hearty hungry Calabrese, plus myself. Fat fragrant olive-wood logs were piled on and fired up. 


Bags of buns and sacks of steaks were offloaded, plus various pig products, bacon in particular, which sizzled with everything all evening, but also pork chops, ribs and steaks, and big circular floppy pizzas home-made by Melina. 


Beer in great quantities was placed in various receptacles of mine, in particular my wheelbarrow, along with sacks of ice. Once this was done we were ready to rock and roll, and down the drive came the first of the revellers in their cars, horns blaring. 


I rose from my veranda and prepared to mingle. I cast about for anyone I knew but came up empty apart from Vincenzo himself, his brother Domenico, and Pasquale, who, on this occasion, was far too busy to perform his usual protective services for the grande padrone Inglese. 


Everyone soon headed for our long family table, which inhabits a charming al fresco dining area alongside the barakka, under a canopy of bamboo and bougainvillea. It is quite capable of seating twenty or more, and Pasquale hurried around collecting chairs. 



Everyone took their places like clockwork, as if pre-arranged, leaving me dithering to and fro, desperately seeking someone I could spend the next several hours beside. Once the Calabrese get heated up, which they were already doing, my conversational abilites plummet from piccolo to niente. Their words rattle out impossibly fast, and the dialetto becomes impossibly broad: the whole thing runs together like a completely different language.  


Suddenly I felt myself being lifted from behind, off my feet, and plonked down in the middle of the row, distressingly centre-stage, the last place I would have chosen. 


The perpetrator of this outrage sat down next to me. It was Domenico, Pasquale’s older son, brother of Vincenzo and father of Pasquale Piccolo. His wife is a Polish girl called Yvonne, and it was she who once described the Calabrese to me in the immortal words ‘drive fast – everything else slow’. 


Domenico is something of a black sheep, large and shaggy and rough, a throwback to ancient times when the Vandals conquered Africa, and the legions marched this way to Sicily, staining the soil with blood, in a series of vain attempts to win back the bread basket of the Empire.  


He gave me a bear hug that almost pulled me off my chair, and tried to aim a wine bottle into my glass of Sprite. ‘Salute, Yan – vino di Calabria.’ It’s a well-known fact that I don’t drink, one that’s taken me years to get them to accept. Quitting is not a concept they find easy to relate to. I shook my head, ‘Grazie, no.’ 


Speaking of bread baskets, one now began doing the rounds, and I was glad of the distraction, whereby cramming my mouth with what has been called ‘distressful bread’ I was able to converse unintelligibly without it being too noticeable. 



This device proved extremely effective throughout the meal, and could be employed on a variety of mastications, bacon, beefsteak, more bread, pork ribs, pork chops, more bacon, Melina’s pizza, yet more bread, until I was so full that, for perhaps the first time in my life I was literally unable to cram in one more morsel. 


But by then the thing had become academic, as the Calabrese were way beyond noticing or caring about anything I was doing. The beer had done its work, and most of them had taken to horsing around on the barakka terrace, or rushing down to the beach and throwing each other into the sea. 


All that remained, once they had cooled off, was the Grand Finale, for which everyone was by now very much in the mood. Pasquale officiated, while I hurried unseen to the house, reappearing at the moment of maximum impact to pop the cork off the Moët, swirl the streaming foaming contents into a row of plastic cups, take my bow, and join in the toasting and cheering, which included much Chelsea! Chelsea! Chelsea! in my honour, once more the popular padrone Inglese. 


By midnight Pasquale had removed all trace, so in the morning one would never know that any such revelry had ever happened. As I wandered down to the barakka terrace with my first caffè Inglese of the day it might all have been a dream. 


Which brings me back to my dolphin-watching reverie, seated under Stumpy the olive tree (so named by Bunty when she first saw it), sipping my coffee, gently recovering from the night before, and wondering, not for the first time or the last, how on Earth I’d landed up in this precise spot, among these people, now like a second family. What had motivated me? Was it all in fact destino? Meant to be? I couldn’t imagine life without it. It would be simpler, certainly, but far less interesting. Calabria remains a paradox wrapped in a mystery, a still undiscovered world. What was it that brought me down here? 



I can’t really explain it, except to say that I felt moved to do so, the call of the wild you might say, and I thought I would find what I was looking for when I got there.  


No one seemed to know much about the place, or even where it was exactly. The ‘toe’ and the ‘boot’ were mentioned quite a lot. Oh, and the mafia. One of those big fat Italy guide books said that if you were thinking of getting off the train anywhere between Naples and Reggio Calabria don’t bother. I asked a lady at Thomas Cook about Italy’s Ionian Sea coast, and she said there isn’t one. 


But in another guide book, The Blue Guide, I read that ‘South of Locri there are miles of sandy beaches with no one on them’. How could that possibly be in Mediterranean Europe, let alone Italy? I studied my map in the Calabria book the Italian State Tourist Board had sent me (no English translation available). There it was – Locri. On the very Ionian coast the Thomas Cook lady had denied – the ‘Jonica’, with miles of sandy beaches, beyond the pale, apparently, of tourism. An opportunity, even in this day and age, to discover an unexplored region. I made up my mind to go there asap. It was called the Jasmine Coast. How romantic-sounding was that? 


Europe’s most colourful and least understood extremity appeals to the romantic spirit of adventure, and to a certain poetic longing to find answers to life’s riddles in its darker, wilder, less ‘civilised’ places. For Calabria, Italian though it is, Greek and Roman though it was, remains stubbornly unconvinced about being European. It is poor and backward but rich in tradition. It is hot and lazy and sleepy and friendly. It is the Mezzogiorno. It refuses to be tamed or brought up to date even today, when tourism and television has ripped the mystery out of almost everywhere else on earth. It is mountainous and green – ‘the lungs of Europe’ – great spinal ranges cloaked in ancient forest, with a unique rural economy. There was never an industrial revolution here; perennially backward, permanently in recession. 



In the footsteps of Edward Lear and other intrepid Englishmen I went, deep into the warm south, inspired by their discoveries in this still mysterious region, and by their luminous writings.  


Diverse as they may have been as men, there is a common thread of inquisitive eccentricity which runs through all these great Calabrian travellers, who saw in southern Italy something splendid and majestic, comic and tragic, that was being missed by their Grand Tour contemporaries.  


Far be it from me to compare myself to such as these. Nevertheless I hope my account may help to bring something of this ‘Altro Mondo’ to life for you, comfortable in your armchair and far from the many perils and vicissitudes that faced me. 







2 


Et in Calabria Ego 


‘Even in Arcady,’ explains the great art historian Erwin Panofsky, ‘I, Death, am present.’ There is a twist to the Arcadian idyll. All is not necessarily as rosy as it seems. 


I found this out for myself in Calabria. My friend Gianni says ‘Paradiso con il diavolo’, which comes to roughly the same thing: ‘You can’t have a paradise without a devil in it.’ This is also a very Calabrese way of looking at things. 


In fact Calabria was once Arcady, settled by the Arcadians long before the great Hellenic colonisations of the eighth century BC.  


And later it was Italy. Italo, king of the Enotrians, grandson of Pelasgus, who came in ‘very early times’, probably around 2000 BC, from Arcadia, gave the name ‘Italia’ to Calabria long before it caught on and spread to the whole country. This is the Ancient World indeed. 


These Enotrians, sons of Arcady, were the people the Hellenic colonisers found on their arrival, and promptly turned into serfs to till their land and build their magnificent cities, which at the height of the Hellenic Age were reputedly more splendid than Athens itself. 



From Arcadia to serfdom! And now those proud Hellenes themselves, the present-day Calabrese, are looked down on in their turn by the Italians of the north, superior in their splendid Renaissance cities to what they see as the rustic and backward south – the Mezzogiorno. 


Little now remains of the glory that was Greater Greece: Magna Graecia. Those glittering city-states destroyed each other in their perpetual pursuit of war. Now there are only sad museums in places like Locri, the first ever city-state to have written laws, once the Jewel of the Mediterranean when Rome was still just a village. 


I stumbled on our particular Angolo di Paradiso while searching for somewhere that hadn’t been concreted over and infested with Easyjetters, where the old Mediterranean life still lingered. Impossible, you might say. 


My goal was the Ionian Sea coast of Calabria, gateway to the Eastern Mediterranean and all the romance of the Ancient World, inspired by retracing George Gissing’s journey in By the Ionian Sea, as well as by Lear’s Journals of a Landscape Painter in Southern Calabria, and the incomparable Old Calabria of Norman Douglas, perhaps the greatest travel book ever written.  


In 1901 or thereabouts Gissing travelled on ‘The Seaside Line’, a single-track railway running down the Ionian coast of Magna Graecia to Reggio Calabria, originally Asteniti, the ancient city by the sea founded by Noah’s grandson Ashkenaz soon after the waters of the Great (albeit mythical) Flood receded. 


And lo! The Seaside Line is still there. Independent as ever from the Italian State Railway, winding unfenced through fields, charming as ever to someone who finds railway tracks romantic, who as a boy used to put pennies on the line at Dartmouth Harbour, where the mighty steam locos of the Devon Belle used to roll into Kingswear, and wait for them to be squashed into burnished copper pancakes.  



But I didn’t travel on it, choosing instead to track it down by rented car from Brindisi. That way I thought I could explore more freely, and avoid some impossibly complicated Italian timetables. 


The adventure really began as soon as I stepped aboard my Alitalia flight to Rome. Rome! Not that you see much of the Eternal City in Fiumicino airport.  


I’m one of only a handful of people who like Alitalia. So what if they nearly always lose your bags? The Italian Experience really begins once you board one of their (usually late) planes. It’s all smiles and buongiornos from then on. Sadly they don’t serve meals any more or even panini, but the coffee’s good and sometimes there’s a bag of biscotti (salati or dolci?), and once you do finally take off, it’s only a couple of hours or so to Rome, to where all roads are said to lead. 


Having landed and made my way along several miles of walkways to the Domestic Departures part of Rome airport, I tried my novice Italian – gleaned inflight from a phrase book I’d bought – on the disdainful barrista behind the bar near my gate.  


He pretended to non capire, and I hadn’t first bought a biglietto, but in the end, after a large crowd of increasingly interested parties had had their say, and pretty well everyone in the Domestic Departures lounge had become involved, I walked away triumphant. 


Nothing ever tastes so good as that first truly Italian thing. And I felt that special rapport, one more example of the historic bond between the Roman and British Empires.  


When the Emperor Claudius invaded Britain in AD 43, instead of simply trying to subdue it, he cunningly invited the sons of the chiefs to Rome for a taste of the Dolce Vita. They took to it like ducks to water, and it’s been the same for Englishmen ever since. 



Now it was my turn. No longer young, no longer technically a son, nor had my father been a chief exactly, more of a chief executive, nevertheless my own Grand Tour had begun.  


And I was ready for it. Italian is largely a question of hand gestures. It’s no good just speaking Italian; you have to be Italian. Tie an Italian’s hands behind his back and he becomes mute. I tried to behave accordingly. 


The domestic flight to Brindisi was more Italian than ever. Everyone on board seemed to know each other, and I longed to be a part of it all. I nodded and smiled at what I thought were appropriate moments in many incomprehensible exchanges, until all too soon we were descending over the small palm-fringed harbour, with its handful of ships, bound, no doubt, for ports and inlets of Greek and Levantine romance. Thoughts of the Durrells sprang to mind: if only I could find somewhere to compare with their 1930s Corfu. 


The airport was small and palm-fringed too, a bit like Palma Mallorca in the fifties, where I used to fly on hols with my parents by propellor-driven Vickers Viscounts. The sense of nostalgia was palpable. 


Antonino, at the only car-rental place that didn’t require a credit card, was very Italian indeed – dark and handsome, white shirt and teeth, Ray-Bans, of course – and spoke English. 


‘You will visit the beautiful baroque city of Lecce?’ 


‘I was rather planning on driving straight down into Calabria.’ 


Antonino shrugs doubtfully, ‘The city of Lecce is beautiful.’ 


I say, ‘Calabria too is beautiful, I’m told.’ 


Antonino shrugs more profoundly, his palms raised heavenwards, his whole body and soul going into it: ‘All of Italy is beautiful.’ 


I piled my stuff into my low-budget Punto, my home for the foreseeable future, and the adventure was on. 



It was two p.m. and after diverse false starts (going the wrong way round my first Italian roundabout) I headed for the city of Taranto, gateway to the Jonica and all points south. I needed to get a move on.  


I hadn’t got the hang of Italian roads and the way they signed them – even now my heart is in my mouth most of the time. The great thing is not to get lost, because if you do your limited, in my case non-existent, Italian, will become a source of increasing confusion, and very likely drive you deeper and deeper into an impenetrable web. This is what happened to me at Taranto. 


I’d made the mistake of coming off the superstrada – I don’t know why exactly; I’d been thinking ‘Taranto’ for so long I suppose, that when I saw it signed I just went for it. Next thing I knew I was in a maze of smaller and smaller streets, none of which went anywhere I wanted to go. I could see my road far across the Gulf – how I longed to cross that sparkling water. 


In despair I pulled into a filling station and began throwing myself on their mercy. They didn’t understand English, but after a while the words ‘Reggio Calabria’ seemed to register with a very old man who up till then had been sitting on a bench smoking a cigarette and resting his chin on his stick. Suddenly he climbed into the car beside me. 


‘Vai, vai,’ he said, more than a little peevishly. 


This peevishness increased as we went along, him giving what I assumed were directions, me failing to understand them, other road users braking and hooting madly, the whole thing orchestrated by his stick, with which he kept trying to point the way, and which kept getting tangled up with the gear stick. 


After a while we entered more tranquil waters, and seemed to be making our way through a semi-derelict residential area of half-finished, grey breeze-block flats typical of most Italian towns. I had by then got the hang of the words ‘destra’ and ‘sinistra’, but I was becoming more and more convinced that all he’d done was con me into giving him a lift home. 
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