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For all those who were ever told not to bother.


This book is dedicated to all of those teachers who ever suffered (and tolerated) me, and who made Woolverstone Hall the place it was. In particular, I thank those who recognised what talent I had and tried to nurture it, rather than doing the understandable thing and kicking me out. Perhaps the most profound thanks go to the many post-Woolverstone ‘teachers’ who, from the rubble of a fractured personality, cobbled together an approximation of a useful human being.


I would also like to thank Helen Hawkins for her help during the creation of this book, for guiding my self-effacement so that it retained a point, and for reining in the worst excesses of someone who never paid quite enough attention in English lessons.


There are countless friends and colleagues who are owed thanks for being part of the protective wall that has surrounded me and allowed me a career in the opera business, in particular James Clutton, Mick Goggin (for kicking it all off) and those colleagues who do so much to make us all look good. All deserve more praise than I can give here.


Above all, this book is dedicated, with love, to my remarkable and indomitable mother, Lidia, my talented and tolerant children, Leanora, Gianluca and Fiora, and my patient, understanding wife, Sally.




PREFACE


‘Michael has made a good start and will do well here. He may be a bit noisy at the wrong times but I am sure he will put this right next term.’


In his contribution to my first school report, Woolverstone’s headmaster, Patrick ‘Paddy’ Richardson, quickly identified the first of many weaknesses in me: I was a boy who neither cared, nor was aware, that a correct moment to be noisy existed.


Paddy knew trouble when he saw it, and he certainly saw it when he looked at me, a boy whose inherent goodness was wrapped in razor wire. But then, Paddy had already encountered many similar boys before I sauntered over his horizon, so he had the tools to negotiate the perils. Perhaps, blessed as he was with abundant empathy and forgiveness, ‘noisy’ was his euphemism for the furious haemorrhage of nonsense – both verbal and physical – that I all too frequently unleashed on his school.


It was 1976 when I first strode into Woolverstone Hall School for boys – a miracle of educational courage and foresight – fresh off my west London council estate. I arrived on the tails of an elder brother, and automatically thought I would own the place. About a dozen of my contemporaries were busy striding in with precisely the same thought at roughly the same time. I was never one for submission to superior numbers, since to do so would have required me to acknowledge that others existed, but we spent the first few months jostling to work out who would get the biggest share of the pie; and after that we just enjoyed eating it together in big, greedy mouthfuls.


I’m not sure when stupidity decided I was a good host, but it certainly made itself very much at home whilst I was at Woolverstone. Garrulous to a fault, I mistook precocity for substance, and arrogance for confidence. Of course, it has taken children of my own and the passage of decades for me to realise all of this, but I can offer the reader this heartfelt guarantee: nothing whatsoever softens the ache of enlightenment.


I can see reports for every year I spent at the school, gathered in one document, and reading it today, decades after Paddy’s comment, I flinch. Using the crumbs of wisdom I have since collected from beneath the tables of those I admire, I can see the erratic, but inexorably downward trajectory of a wayward youngster; but as inevitable as the calamity appeared to be, there would be many who tried very hard to prevent it. I insisted, obstinately, that there would be only one direction, not because I wanted to, but because something short-circuited the commonsense proprioceptors that tell of your whereabouts in space.


From one end of my life at Woolverstone to the other, the self-destruct button remained lit, and only occasionally did I resist the temptation to press it. If I had stayed at Woolverstone long enough, a possibility existed that I would have become a scholar but unfortunately I had only five years.


This book also appears to have become something of a commentary on what it was like to grow up in an Italian family in London in the 1960s and 70s; a family whose dysfunction seemed entirely normal to me at the time, but whose fate has begun to resolve during the course of this book’s creation. I may have ‘escaped’ – my current position in the world of opera is as unlikely an end to this story as it is a happy one – but in many ways it throws my childhood, my family, my roots, into sharper relief. At the time of writing, the maudlin beast of melancholia has me in its grasp, and what writing there was on the wall is revealing itself, line by line, month by month. Brothers die or move to different sides of the world, fathers shuffle off this mortal coil too, without ever redeeming themselves, and a mother knew nothing of her child’s death because fate robbed her of memory, meaning that, at her own passing, it was a blessing that she had remained unaware. Who knows where the roots of the poisoned tree were first set down? You, the reader, may draw your own conclusions.


Much of what I recollect may be wrong or unintentionally embellished, but much of it is precisely as it happened. And I suppose I ought to be tactful, which is why so many names are omitted or are inventions. This is a memoir of a fashion, but a regurgitation is a more apt description. I am not a celebrity, so there is no particular reason why anybody should be interested in what took place over five years in rural Suffolk. If I happen across a grand purpose to my writing, you’ll be the first to know, but if you need a signpost then I suppose this is also a confession. Goodness knows I have a lot to confess (though my memories don’t haunt me as much as mock me), but it would be more my style to sit with a guitar and strum an epic testimony to my life at school and beyond. Even better would be a histrionic opera in three acts, but since I can’t play guitar and Mascagni is dead, this bundle of words will have to suffice.


A friend once told me that ‘if one doesn’t blow one’s own trumpet, someone else will use it as a spittoon’. I took her at her exquisitely enunciated word and have been blowing feverishly ever since. It’s perfectly acceptable to indulge that urge with short, funky horn stabs, but I’ve been playing the ‘Prince of Denmark’s March’. Luckily, in the world of the lyric arts, where, startlingly, I ended up twenty-five years ago, enough people recognise the tune for me to get away with it.


I do intend this book to honour Woolverstone and those who made the school what it was: a place where boys and young men of my background had an opportunity that, like the school itself, exists no more. I just can’t promise how the story will all turn out; which is just like me, really.




WHERE WE CAME IN


Sophocles, whose achievements included shortening the play in order to make it more memorable, said that old age and the passage of time teach everything.


Inconveniently, he forgot to say that you don’t remember any of it. The specific moment at which Woolverstone first entered my consciousness is hard to pinpoint and I’m attempting to retrace steps I trod long ago, even though at the time I was rarely aware of what I was doing. Pre-Woolverstone, I’m afraid things get even hazier. Throughout my pre-school childhood, I didn’t absorb much of what was around me as we lurched from one crisis to another because that obstructed the process of absorbing myself.


I can make out the rough edge of my younger self, but while parts of the world through which I crashed are vivid, others are as if shrouded by an impenetrable London fog of the late sixties, so thick that when walking us to school, my mother could only discern which of her children was on her left or right by the thickness of the bones within their grasping hands. She needed no clear line of sight to tell that my robust hand was the one pulling away from her, its three-year-old owner furious at having to wear a thick, scratchy balaclava, damp with moist smog and cursing breath. Sergio, my older brother by two years, was on the other side, slighter but just as petulant. Such journeys to the place of Mum’s work, a nursery in whose care we also spent the day, are among my earliest memories. To Mum, just another day in our troubled lives had begun, refereeing our quarrels and threatening us under her breath so that we didn’t shame her. To us, though, it was a bus journey through west London from Fulham to Brook Green, and a friendly chat with the American rockabilly conductor, who wore black silk gloves that matched in lustre his dyed, shiny quiff. He and his driver were the same each day, a familiar and friendly element in our lives, one of the many simple, seemingly unimportant and small constants that live long in the memory of children. Like, too, the woman who would scare me at the bus stop by popping out her false teeth so that she looked like a bulldog, and who inexplicably acted as our savings bank, marking in her little red book the pocket money we gave her as we saved for Mum’s Christmas present.


The Doll’s Hospital in Dawes Road is another thing that lingers in my memory. So is the barbershop, Patrick’s toyshop in Lillie Road and the ABC cinema (now a Waitrose). After it closed as a cinema, when I was around eight, the rock band Emerson, Lake and Palmer bought the ABC as a rehearsal space, and, right about where the vegetable aisle is now, we would hide and peek under the curtain to watch them play, having forced entry through the fire doors. The disappearance of each and every one of these places marked more than the march of progress. The Doll’s Hospital was ‘World Famous’. It had those very words written on the sign above its shop front, and people would send their dolls from all corners of the globe to be mended, primped and restored there. And I walked past it every day, waving at the two old gentlemen who sat inside behind their workbenches, lovingly returning pink plastic to former glories. The non-descript bar that replaced the Doll’s Hospital was not ‘World Famous’.


The cards that my mother kept being dealt left the pack with so wicked a flourish, one might have wondered if they’d been tampered with, but she always did the best she could with it. Mum was the kind of person for whom the welfare state was invented; we had bus passes and free school dinners, and sundry other benefits were bestowed on us. Working as many hours as God sent was her keeping her side of the bargain, and the state recognised that there were people whose labour was no less valuable or dignified because it did not attract a five-or six-figure salary. Mum went out to work at dawn, came home in the late afternoon, cooked a meal and then went out to do an evening job: and whilst there, she would hope all of her children got home alive. Living on an estate, opportunities for misbehaviour were plentiful and readily taken: roof climbing, knockdown ginger, bike stealing, fighting and generally being irritants. Dealing with the aftermath and worry of it all took its toll on her. I suppose it was a life of ‘poverty’, and although eventually our lives would feature a colour television (rented and on an early version of cable), hot water, heating, carpets and an indoor bathroom, money was a commodity whose presence – or lack thereof – dominated proceedings.


Lidia Perillo and Francesco Volpe – my mum and dad – came to England from Italy in the mid-fifties. Romantically, there was an elopement of sorts, but they were actually invited to the UK along with thousands of others from around Europe and the Commonwealth. They took their opportunity, I suppose, but my mother wasn’t to know that embarking on such an adventure with a man of my father’s disposition was like trusting a blind archer to split the apple on your head; most of his efforts might fly harmlessly by, but one might be catastrophic. I never asked her if she ever wished that Cupid’s arrow of destiny had missed.


Post-war Britain was in desperate need of the skill and toil immigrants could provide but no less suspicious of their motives for being here in the first place, and that schizophrenic approach remains today. My parents were issued with ‘Register of Alien’ cards and told to report to the local police station of wherever it was they were living. Foreigners, at a time when the Second World War was still fresh and raw in the memory, were largely viewed with disdain and mistrust by Londoners. Well into the seventies I recall shopping with Mum in the North End Road, where barrow boys, irked at her desire to pick up fruit and check its freshness, would snarl at her.


‘In ENGLAND,’ they would bark, speaking slowly, ‘we don’t touch until we buy, understand?’ A stern look from Mum and a ‘FUGGOFF!’ would do the trick. It was a theme that I too would encounter right through to adulthood; my ethnicity could always find itself at the heart of a dispute or judgement, and nothing else could evoke the beast within me so easily.


When they first arrived, my parents took up residence in various large houses, Mum as the cook and my father as the butler. Early fifties London still had about it the last remnants of the Edwardian age – although few would admit it – but it wasn’t exactly Upstairs, Downstairs. Foreign domestic personnel were no doubt cheaper and easier to dismiss, but Mum learned to cook roast beef and Yorkshire pudding because there was little desire for gnocchi and pesto. The idea of Dad as a house servant is unimaginable. This is the man who, when taking his London bus driving test, stopped the vehicle in the middle of the road, told the examiner (who he judged was asking too many questions and giving too many instructions) to ‘fuck off’, terminated the test and left the bus in the middle of Uxbridge Road. This impetuous, compulsive streak is a feature of the Volpe clan, and Dad’s ability to stay in one place was forever being tested (he always failed, instead coming and going like malaria). Possibly because of this, their careers as domestic staff ended, and Mum and Dad took various jobs wherever they could find them, their family growing at the rate of one child every two years.


By the time they had three children, they were living in a basement flat in Woodstock Grove in Shepherd’s Bush. Dad, using the organ that did most of the thinking for him, left Mum to take up with another Italian woman, who had come to London and had been living with them whilst finding a place of her own. A trusting and good heart such as Mum’s is often abused; she used to confide tearfully to this woman that she was convinced Dad was having an affair, unaware that her confidante was in fact planning to trust her own life to him, as Mum had herself once done. At the time it was no consolation to Mum that the woman was actually about to begin the long purgatory of life with Dad, but she eventually believed for certain that she had dodged the most toxic of bullets. Whilst away, Dad and his new girlfriend had a son, but Dad eventually came back again, stopping long enough to get my mother pregnant with me, and I was born in May 1965.


On Christmas Day of that year, seven months after my birth, Dad departed one final time, leaving Mum to fend for herself, which wasn’t easy, even without the complication of four children, three of them under five. My uncle Matteo (Dad’s brother), who had himself come to England to pursue a better life and who had engineered Mum and Dad’s last reconciliation, came to our home for Christmas lunch to find my distraught mother, alone with her four boys. Mum demanded to be taken to the house where she knew Dad would be and on arrival began to scream abuse at the window above, behaviour that brought my father to the street in truculent, righteously punitive mood. My uncle ensured, with equal aggression, that he didn’t get the chance to express himself and thereafter remained, for nearly fifty years, virtually entirely estranged from his brother.


Mum went to court for maintenance, but the order of £2 per week was rarely obeyed since it had usually ended up in the bookie’s pocket. Over the subsequent decades, Dad tried countless times to inveigle his way back into Mum’s life; he needed someone to look after him, to feed him, give him money for the horses, wash his clothes. He would press family members into the pursuit, trying to persuade Mum to take him back. This went on for forty years, and each and every time my mother had only one word for him: ‘Vaffanculo.’


One can only imagine the emotional turmoil of recurring rejection and loss Mum must have suffered during this early period, before her mind and heart were cleared and she saw what she had escaped. In a strange country, her family all back in Italy, living in a two-roomed slum with very little to sustain her family financially, Mum’s is a story of stoicism and a relentless battle for survival. If you had seen the conditions she had to contend with, that statement wouldn’t appear as melodramatic as it sounds. But soon, fortune smiled on her when she got a job as a cook in the local day nursery in Brook Green. They had a baby room, and, at a tender, still-pink and crinkled age, I was cared for as she cooked in the adjacent kitchen. My brother Serge was also given a place, and our early childhood was full of the pleasures of a well-run council establishment. Council nurseries had lots of staff in uniforms and obeyed strict rules. For the entire five years I spent there, after every lunch, we were force-fed a spoonful of cod liver oil, without fail, no exceptions. We all slept in the afternoon on put-down camp beds, there was a proper pre-school curriculum and the food, on account of our mother cooking it, was the best in the borough – nobody else had the variety we enjoyed. The staff loved the lunches, too, with Mum delivering the full spectrum of southern Italian cuisine. Later, her kitchen assistant, Miriam, who had come to England from the Caribbean, taught Mum how to cook salt fish and patties and gave her the recipe for a spicy crispy batter. Mum’s culinary world trip didn’t stop there: soon, lunch and tea featured samosas, exotic curries and Jamaican fried chicken to go along with the lasagnes, cannelloni, baccalà and bresaola.


The job at the nursery was a major step forward because it was secure, offered a regular income and carried with it a pension. She would remain in the job for over 30 years until her retirement. But the slum in which we lived made sure life was never simple, even as things began to improve. A one-bedroom basement flat with no bathroom or toilet was home for the first five years of my life. Lino on the floor, baths in the kitchen sink and mice in the cupboards are my enduring memories.


Woodstock Grove, now inevitably gentrified, its large houses re-joined from top to bottom, was the sort of community one rarely sees today. It was a dead-end street (literally and socially), with a BBC complex at the closed end, and cars never travelled its length. Predictably, it had a pub on the corner at the open end, and women had only to step outside their front doors to scream the name of their menfolk, who would wobble from the pub obediently. All doorsteps were painted in that dark burgundy stone paint. It was a place of poor, working class solidity and industriousness, where we could buy fresh eggs from Old Man Lacey, a home farmer with chickens in his back yard and only one arm with which to harvest their crop. Another family bred rabbits in the cupboard under the stairs that were either sold as pets to those with room for a hutch or sent to the pot for sustenance. No doubt those bought as pets would inevitably end up in a casserole too.


The children of Woodstock Grove played in the street together in gangs that seemed to number dozens, all dressed shabbily in hand-me-down nylon and sockless in their tatty shoes. The games featured all of the street’s children, of every age. Standing with arms and legs spread in a star shape against a stolen sheet of plywood so that friends could hurl darts like a circus knife thrower was a popular entertainment. One boy lost an eye, and my eldest brother felt the sting of a dart sinking itself into his clavicle. For weeks, wood and flammable scrap would be collected as the kids built massive bonfires in the road on Guy Fawkes Night. Fireworks were a constant thrill and, unlike today, only seemed to go on sale a week or so before 5 November, so there was a real sense of occasion as we pilfered pennies and pooled pocket money for ‘bangers’. Ten in a box, these small cigarette-sized exploding tubes with a blue fuse were lobbed at cats, at each other or dropped through letterboxes. On the building sites, we could chuck old milk bottles stuffed with a lighted banger into the air, timing it so it exploded mid-flight. One evening, for some inexplicable reason, my second eldest brother, Matt, lit a Jumping Jack (a special banger that does what it says) and put it in his pocket. It didn’t end well. Burns and injuries were a constant menace, some of them serious. But above all else, the bonfires stirred our souls. One was never enough; each section of the street had to have its own pyre so at least three would singe and buckle the tarmac, radiating a brutal heat that singed everything in its path. Given that there was so much nylon around, it is a curiosity that more children didn’t spontaneously combust as they were pinned against the houses of the street by the ferocious glow. Every year the fire brigade – most of west London’s – had to be summoned. While we’re on the topic of our more dangerous pursuits, our other playground was the Central tube line that ran past the end of the garden, which also contained the outside loo. Holding onto the extrusions on the sides and backs of tube trains waiting at red and seeing who could stay on longest as they accelerated away filled hours of time. Incredibly, nobody died.


One summer we all caught ringworm from the neighbour’s dog, but Mum refused to let our curly hair be shaved off even though it offered the best chance of a cure. This refusal was completely at odds with the way in which she maintained our much-valued locks, for which she used one of those ferocious combs with an embedded razor, taking regularly to our heads with abandon, turning our hair into feathered mats with a coiled fringe. With mounds of hair at her feet, she would then smother what was left on our heads with Vitapoint, a nourishing cream that smelled like cats’ piss and had the effect of turning the mat into a greasy brown mesh. Pictures of me as a youngster are an exhibition of wonderfully quirky hairdos, and I half-expect to see a small rodent poking out from behind my ear.


Even as small boys, our pride suffered from having to attend school looking like scarecrows, but Matteo was always at the hospital with real injuries requiring stitches. We all risked life and limb playing in the local building sites, but Matt would remove the risk by willingly replacing it with certainty. He once turned his feet and ankles into beef jerky by leaping onto a carefully stacked pile of plate glass. My early recollections of Matt include watching him gently pick the stitches from his latest laceration. His attitude towards injury was an early sign of the fearless abandon that would have found better expression had he developed an interest in high finance rather than shoplifting.




WHERE IT BEGAN


Perhaps the local council was taking notes, recognising the dangers that four young children with a single mother might be in, but more likely they realised the peril our neighbours faced as we grew. Social services were probably less sensitive then than they are today, and in the late sixties and early seventies I suppose many of the social workers would have been war children, when deprivation was genuinely life-threatening. With a world war fresh in the memory, most social workers probably needed the delinquent behaviour of children to mimic the invasion of Poland, or at the very least, the worst excesses of a Panzer division, before alarm bells began to ring. Warsaw felt no threat from us, but Woodstock Grove probably did; and when I was five years old, we were offered the unimaginable luxury of a flat in Fulham Court, a flat, I should add, that had an inside bathroom.


We all decamped to our new duplex three-bedroom flat in June of 1970. Central heating wouldn’t be installed for another twenty years, but there was always paraffin. Fulham Court was on the Fulham Road, closer to the fashionable enclave of Chelsea, and Matt no doubt had his own Blitzkrieg in mind; meanwhile I was so unspeakably excited by the concept of a bath that I insisted on sitting in it when we all went to view the flat before moving in.


If this leap in social status was significant to us, it was like winning the pools for Mum. Two bedrooms to share between us children was officially palatial, but Mum had even seen Woodstock Grove as a vast improvement over what she had lived in before coming to England. Her hometown was the mountain top village of Montecorvino Pugliano in Campania, southern Italy. Poverty there in the thirties and forties when she was growing up had a smell and danger all its own, with malaria and cholera haunting the narrow, steep streets of her village. Her younger brother Mario contracted meningitis as a baby and was essentially condemned to death by his doctor, but an old woman, having heard the wails and moans of the family, came to the door with a jar of leeches, offering the last and only hope to my mother’s parents. Placing several of the creatures around his head, the old woman’s intervention was absurd and illogical, but it was a hope of cure in a place without sophisticated antibiotics and, miraculously, the child survived the illness. Mum’s childhood home was a lethal environment that sent its inhabitants into the arms of such quackery, but if Il Dio ignored your prayers, he’d always send a surrogate with an old wives’ tale instead.


It wasn’t just bacteria that threated to wipe out the population. In Mum’s early teens, war and the presence of the Nazis became the biggest threat once Mussolini had been kicked out. The formerly chummy Germans were an instant occupier when Benito, hanging by his feet, met his gruesome end at an Esso station in Milan. By then the Nazis were undoubtedly on their last legs in Italy, but the continuing resistance action provoked terrible reprisals. Eventually, liberation came, but even that almost cost Mum her life. She, my brothers and I have cause to be thankful for the failures of British munitions workers as a stray Allied shell failed to explode after it crashed through the roof of the bread shop Mum was in, killing the baker as he handed her a loaf. Actually, I don’t know the nationality of the shell, but the British were engaged in all sorts of activity in the area as the Allies pushed northwards. The fighting in the region was substantial, and in Mum’s municipality, a legend was born when a small platoon of Germans held out for two weeks in a church, fighting the surrounding Allied forces to a standstill. Why they didn’t just flatten the church I don’t know – perhaps even then there was sensitivity towards religion. Or maybe they did try to flatten the church but the shells kept failing to go off. That munitions factory probably became British Leyland.


I once had cause to experience the indelible mark that the war had left on Mum myself, when we were visiting her family when I was sixteen. Returning late one evening to the home of an uncle in the poor district of Montecorvino (for there were fewer poor areas than others), we had just passed a small block of flats under construction when a mighty, deafening explosion blew us forwards. The blast wave rushed past us, and, before I’d had time even to think, my mother, despite being half my size, had grabbed my hand and begun sprinting up the hill with me in helpless tow. It turned out to be a device planted by the local mafia to remind the builder of his obligations, and if it had exploded when we were passing the building thirty seconds earlier, we would have been turned to mincemeat. But the event had instantly pitched Mum backwards to the days of war, and I had never before even given it a thought.


She was the oldest girl of a large family with an alcoholic father, and it fell to such young women to run the family home. Washing clothes in streams and specially built stone fountains fed by springs is hard graft in the furnace of a southern Italian summer, but working in tobacco fields as she did in her late teens and early twenties surpassed anything for brutal physical drudgery. Her father had been a committed fascist and believed Mussolini to be the great saviour. He had taken up arms abroad and, even more dangerously, at home, alongside the struggling Germans against the Americans and British. With the Resistance so active and the community split, his continuing dedication to the cause had to be guarded and cunning to keep his neighbours in the dark. Money was virtually non-existent, so the richly fertile land and climate was something of a redeemer, but it was an arduous, perilous existence.


Mum’s life in London, in Fulham Court with its running water, bathroom and inside toilet was therefore something she could proudly view as the Everest of social improvement. Her regular employment as a cook had indeed rendered her wealthier than most of her kin back home. Despite the economic miracle of post-war Italy, when only Japan and Germany (is there something about losing wars?) surpassed its growth, the south of the country remained in the relative dark ages for some time. Mum never felt the need to return.


Dad was from the larger town that sat only halfway up the mountain, Montecorvino Rovella. I think this is what led to the elopement: Dad’s lot were urban sophisticates compared to Mum’s hillbillies, and they didn’t approve of his dalliance with her. Class divisions go beyond just rich and poor, something I don’t think has ever been properly understood by those who try to alleviate deprivation. All parts of society are sub-divided into almost countless sections, and if you sliced through it, it would have as many layers as a lasagne. My father’s dynasty, led by the patriarch Luigi, my grandfather, considered their family to be respected and of high status. Triumphant proclamations by my uncle years later revealed that this elevated self-image was solely on account of Nonno’s position as a local government officer and a distant cousin who had become an architect. But such things mattered in Montecorvino.


In fairness, there was something a little feral about Mum’s clan. Their homes were ramshackle, in centuries-old narrow back streets that still had pigs in sties beneath them. One of her brothers had a miscellany of tiles on the stairs leading up to his house, fruits of the family’s gentle thievery. After several years, they had pocketed enough tiles from loose walls or surreptitiously placed majolica slabs from building site entrances into handbags to finish the stairs completely. But they were warm people, and my brothers and I loved our uncles, especially Rolando, who had once run off with the circus to become a famous trapeze artist. He was enormously athletic and strong and could hang all four of us from his biceps. Another of my uncles, Isidoro, used Rolando’s strength to help him organise the annual fiera because, he said, it was ‘come avere quattro uomini’ – like having four men. And when Rolando wasn’t carrying half-ton loads on his back for his older brother, he was striking out across the mountains at dawn to collect a cornucopia of wild funghi to sell in the market. As far as I could tell, only he had the skills and knowledge to find such delicacies. Knowing which were safe to eat was the golden ticket of funghi-collecting talent, so Rolando’s arduously harvested produce was valuable indeed. It is impossible to imagine the extraordinary variety of these mushrooms, which Zia Anna, Rolando’s wife, frequently served me. Some were like large steaks, slabs of perfumed fungus drenched in olive oil and dusted with Parmesan, rosemary and thyme; others were better fired in the oven with gorgonzola and honey, or wrapped in pasta to make perfect ravioli. It was the southern Italian meadow’s meat. Rolando epitomised the simple peasant, wandering the hills with his old, floppy straw hat to protect him from the fierce heat, smoking cigars that hung permanently from his lip. He played the village idiot to some degree, I feel, but with his film-star looks (once captured in an old photograph of him in circus costume), enormous physicality and big heart, he was a bit of a hero to me. This is a man who had run off with the circus against his parents’ wishes at the age of fifteen. He was a trapeze artist who also did a solo stint on the high swing, possibly the most glamorous act under the big top, for goodness sake! And I had so loved the film Trapeze, with Burt Lancaster and Tony Curtis; Rolando was my Burt Lancaster. Can you imagine how I luxuriated in this story when in the playground? Nobody in the whole of London had an uncle who was a circus star.


Having a family in Italy was quite a bonus when it came to holidays, because as long as Mum could scrape together the train fare (cheaper than flying in those days) we would get a good long break in the Med. Well, sort of. The train journey was a two-day adventure in choked carriages and stifling heat, but an overnight passage through the Alps is still among the most exciting things I ever got to do as a child. Serge and I, sharing a couchette bed, would peer through the windows into the night, where we could still make out the moonlit crests of the mountains, their villages revealed by twinkling, distant lights. Strikes by railway workers would mean sitting stationary for hours on the tracks, blocked by a handful of disgruntled train drivers who would break out a picnic of bread, salami and homemade wine, sharing it with passengers who would climb down from the carriages. At stations that were loud and chaotic, my brothers would leap from the train to fill containers with drinking water, and amid the pandemonium I would always fret that the train would leave without them. Once, panic and hysteria did break out in our compartment when Matt had failed to return as the train began its onward journey. With Mum flailing her arms in grief and despair, me copying her, and the whole carriage wondering if the Red Brigade was mounting a terrorist attack, Matt nonchalantly wandered into the compartment, explaining that he had merely got on further along the platform.


Italy in the summer meant weeks of freedom in a potent and overwhelming landscape of heat, smells and wild untamed beauty. Even among the poorer members of the family there were lavish late lunches after days at the beach or mornings spent catching lizards in the first rays of the scorching sun. As a youngster I would drive the hot, dusty road between the two towns on a motor scooter, the air soaked with the pungent aroma of wild basil and the occasional open sewer. Halfway up the Pugliano road was a high stone bridge spanning a gorge, and I would stop there and imagine the days during wartime when, with suspicious, paranoid Germans patrolling, my grandfather would sneak beneath it on his way to deliver food to the inhabitants of his town. Inevitably, two soldiers caught him one night, but were persuaded not to shoot him on the spot by the Fascisti party card he produced from his pocket. Nonno might have been a fascist, but he still wanted to feed his family. Mum also told me of young women who would be found dead at its base, apparent suicides, but who had more likely been pitched from the bridge by their ashamed fathers and families because of illicit love affairs or unplanned pregnancy. Even today, unwed mothers or forbidden trysts cause a real stir in that part of Italy, but the disgrace it caused in the thirties and forties burned through society like acid. I often think it would be a great subject for a one-act verismo opera; Il ponticello della morte, or something equally melodramatic. These were stories of death and dishonour, but they were thrilling.


From the peak at Pugliano I could view, laid out before me, the hot, arid plain between the mountains and the ocean, the landscape filled with mile upon mile of tomato fields, from which my cousins would return every afternoon after picking box after box of pomodori, their backs blackened by a day in the brutal heat. The land would stretch out forever, and when the air was clear, you could see the waters of Spineta beach shimmering in the far distance. There was nothing impoverished about the geography of the place, and I can only ever have been enriched by days such as those. It was a long way from Fulham Court.


My time in Italy and the extended family I had there, as well as those who had come to the UK, would always influence the way in which I saw myself. I feel Italian to this day and, as a child, I felt it lent me an exoticism my contemporaries just did not possess. Paradoxically, we were curiosities in Italy too, where most of the town knew who the Inglese were. On the warm, humid evenings when the whole town would walk up and down the main street, parading themselves and gossiping about each other, I was always acutely aware of the looks we would get. The only place on earth that I can tolerate crowds is on the ‘passeggiata’; the communal gathering that marks the end of the work day, before everyone goes home for dinner. In Italy, the throng of chattering, shouting people who stand in groups small and large to argue and gesticulate vehemently is one of the greatest entertainments known to man. For hours, I would listen to the undulating lyricism of the Neapolitan dialect, which manipulates the Italian language – already a beautiful thing – into an intricate, acrobatic linguistic feat. It’s pure music.


One of my fondest childhood memories (although when I say memory, I mean it to be more visceral than that) is the sound of Italian women shrieking from balconies at their friends, their children or their husbands. Although a cacophony, it still retained a mellifluousness that was full and compelling, a street opera without accompaniment. The complexity of the Neapolitan dialect and the speed with which it is usually delivered gives the language a genuinely animal quality, and as I sat on benches and at café tables with my cousins, I would be gripped by its expression. My spoken Italian is drenched with a strong southern accent; not for me the formal eloquence of the Milanese or Florentine when the inventions and bastardisations of Nnapulitan are there to be washed around the mouth before bursting through the lips with the force of a punch. In the sphere of profanity, the dialect is extravagant, and as you might expect, I took to this with gusto at a young age. Swearing in Neapolitan is a cruel art form that spares nobody, where nothing is sacred. It is employed liberally, even in conversations of levity and friendship; a woman would think nothing of telling her brother to go fuck his mother. Neapolitans have words to describe complex realities too: ‘The rain is like fine hair’, which would properly be something like La pioggia è come capelli fini, becomes the much briefer and more evocative ‘shul’agaia’. I write the word phonetically because I have absolutely no idea how you might spell it. I am aware that much of this sounds common and peasant-like, but that’s because it is. Southerners are frowned upon for such things, but to me it was wonderful and I could cuss, undetected, like no other child at Addison Gardens primary school. In real song, too, the language is bewitching, and Canzone Nnapulitan are, in the right hands, and accompanied by guitar alone, a breathless balm for the soul.


Suffice to say, I absorbed every second of my time in Italy and laid it all out for everyone to see whenever it was time to return to Addison Gardens primary school. As an inveterate show-off, I would come back with stories of a lifestyle lived, as opposed to a fortnight in a hotel, although very few if any of my friends could afford that anyway. I could boast of meeting the big man who pushed a dustcart through the slender streets for the municipal authority and to whom everybody would mystifyingly doff their cap. On investigation, I was told that when not tipping the remains of everybody’s dinner into his wagon, he would be tipping the remains of the last person he’d whacked on behalf of the local Camorra into a ditch. To my friends back at school, Mafia hitmen were as outlandish a concept as Luke Skywalker; something you only ever saw in the movies.


But while Italy was an incredible place to me, Mum never got over the graft and toil of her early years there, and instead, focused all her efforts on improving our lot back in London. She might have been dealt a dud hand, but sometimes if you wait long enough, a better stack will land in front of you: and it did. When I was nine years old, my brother Serge, the third-born of us four boys, was sent off to a school in the countryside, and the talk was that I would join him there in due course. Being ‘sent’ somewhere was a significant event in our environment since the word was usually accompanied by another: ‘down’. We even knew the names of the beaks at Horseferry Road Magistrates Court who, with their picayune intellects and mammoth prejudices were most likely to give custodial sentences for the most piffling of crimes. The trick was not to get caught, or at the very most, to do only that for which a warning from the local bobby would be the limit. If policemen hate filling forms now, back in the seventies we were still waiting for the paperless office, and they loathed it even more. The only form a copper was interested in was that of the kid they had struggling in their grip, so better to deliver him to his front door with a telling off. It was still the age when trying to knock off a policeman’s helmet with a football represented the pinnacle of daring, and the idea of stabbing him couldn’t have been further from our minds. Still, Matt – a recidivist who could hit a copper’s lid from forty yards, as well as have the watch off his wrist from the same distance – was recurrently dragged off to the local approved school or borstal. Even tolerant policemen have to take action eventually.


I recall feeling especially concerned that I shouldn’t ever be committed to the supervision of ‘screws’ at Stamford House in the Goldhawk Road, with its high fences surrounding the playground and its heavy locks. I’d seen it frequently enough; smelled the tobacco-bleach mustiness of its corridors and experienced the chilling, lip-curled rigidity of its staff as I visited my brother. Being invited through a gate that needs unlocking to see a sibling whose presence at home has become noticeably rare, demonstrates to even the youngest child that a place is out of the ordinary. Matt’s captors barked and marched around the rooms and environs like casually attired policemen, and they looked upon me, I was certain, as a future resident. They called Stamford House a remand home or a reform school or some such misnomer; what it really represented was short-stay prison for young teenagers, and character transformation was seldom the outcome. Its gates, grey close-meshed grills and contemptuous care were an option any of us might so easily have taken up. Stamford House or St Vincent’s (another such place) had space for any of us Volpe brothers should we so desire it. Correction was the intention, but Matteo learned the art of transgression behind those fences instead.




FIGHT


Criminal activities and fighting weren’t confined to Matt’s world. One particular incident sticks out in my mind, when I returned to Fulham Court one afternoon after Serge had left for Woolverstone, and was met by the sight of a small crowd gathered in the space between the brick flowerbeds and bike sheds that dissected the blocks in which we all lived. Years later, in an act of vandalism, the council removed the flowerbeds but when we had first arrived in Fulham Court they were full of large rose bushes and shrubbery. Fulham was on the cusp of an affluent flowering that continues unabated to this day. Fulham Court was properly built on the site of an old brewery in the thirties, with old flettons and panelled sash windows, and there was no high rise – three floors at most. Among council housing, it was the pinnacle and not far off being elegant, but most of those it cosseted in faux opulence were far from that.


It was a place where people had a sense of pride in their surroundings but had no idea how to make them, or themselves, much better. Throwing a bucket of disinfectant down the stairwell was simply keeping it clean for the old sofa that would soon follow it, but teenage barbarism was still a marginal and rare concept, and the villains of the place talked of respect and honour when they weren’t balancing half-pints of beer on their penises, as one celebrity criminal was wont to do in the local pubs. The estate was a genuine community at a period in time when such micro-societies did not hate and abuse themselves. Avarice was there, but it had not yet become rapacious, cold-blooded or murderous. Material aspiration included the kind of bike you could afford to buy your child; the zenith was the ‘Chopper’. We could never afford one (Mum scraped together enough to buy us a small-wheeled bike that we shared), but we could always ‘borrow’ one for a few hours until the rightful owner, tearful and desperate, discovered who’d taken it and we would give it back. Depending on who it was, we might even convince him that we were doing him a favour by returning his ‘lost’ bike, which meant we could legitimately borrow it for a few more hours in the future. It was a great system. We had become quickly absorbed into this varied community, drifting, as boys do, towards others of like mind and outlook. We were at home among these people, it seemed.


Half of this population were there in the crowd on the day in question. Mobs, when engaged by exciting events, have about them a character all their own. They don’t keep their distance; they swarm in around the incident, seeking to get close to the drama; they hunch their shoulders and implore the subjects of their attention to greater outrages. The crowd that confronted me that day was in their element as they noisily encircled a commotion. I could tell by their intensity and unusual placement in between two blocks that there was a fight going on.


Nothing could surpass a good scrap on the estate, violence prompted by love, trousers-down guilt or plain old machismo. They could be terribly visceral and frequently drew in a selection of secondary or tertiary combatants such as wives, sons, mistresses. By the end of the drama, several people could be bashing the granny out of one another, screaming and screeching. They were physical soap operas that might run for ages, shifting around the estate, up and down stairwells into the play park or football yard, and those involved might retire to their flats, only to emerge again with weapons, dogs and reinforcements. The police would rarely be called. But if there was anything more spellbinding than a brawl among residents standing up for honour or pride, it was one that involved your mother doing the same. For at the heart of this tumult, in what my memory recalls as a cloud of dust, perms and expletives was indeed Mum, clawing, scratching and slapping furiously at another woman.
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