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  Praise for Vanilla Beans & Brodo




  ‘The subtitle of Vanilla Beans & Brodo is “Real Life in the Hills of Tuscany” – and it jolly well is. She actually describes the village in

  magnificent terms and it makes me want to go there’ Simon Calder, Independent




  ‘Another tale of outsiders making a new life in Italy would need to be something special. Luckily, Isabella Dusi’s account of her acceptance of the proud,

  warm-hearted natives . . . is absolutely captivating’ Irish Times




  ‘Full of the passions and pleasures of life in the midst of a warm­hearted and proudly independent community in the Tuscan hills’ Daily Express




  ‘Enticing’ The Times




  ‘Communicates well the rhythm of time-honoured activities in a close-knit community, which, over the centuries, has defended itself against the Florentines, Sienese,

  Spanish and French’ Sunday Times




  ‘Dusi’s account of her assimilation into the customs, people and food of her new home in Tuscany is the stuff of daydreams’ Woman & Home




  ‘Dusi does far more for Tuscany than Peter Mayle did for Provence in her fascinating look at day-to-day life in the Italian hills’ Lancashire Evening

  Post




  ‘Deeply satisfying’ Doncaster Star




  ‘Dusi tells the story of twelve months in this remarkable world, and does so with such evocative and glowing prose that she transports the reader to her new found

  home’ Wigan Evening Post


  

  ‘It is, without doubt, a joy’ Dorset Echo










  




  About the Author




  After many years working in Australia in interior design, Isabella Dusi decided to move to Italy with her husband Luigi. Living permanently in Montalcino, they now work in the

  travel business. She is also the author of Vanilla Beans & Brodo.
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  CHAPTER ONE
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  The Monks’ Sandals




  Following the contours of the wooded crag the pebbly track curves downwards, then climbs steadily into oak woods. An hour crossing from hill to hill drifts into two. My knees

  adjust to the hilly terrain, and my mind is soothed by the silence in this shadowy oak coppice. For the first kilometre or two I have skirted ranks of vines surrounding stone farmhouses and stepped

  stealthily along a rocky track, hoping not to rouse sleeping dogs. Then a pack of three, sensing my intrusion, erupts from a barn and races towards me, baying in a frenzy at my boldness as I hurry

  along the flanks of their vineyard. Nothing stirs in the farmhouse. Nor from the shuttered windows further on where other dogs, alerted by the barking back along the track, lie in wait, heads

  raised and ears at full cock. Beside a paddock of grazing horses the track dog-legs into a thicket before sinking into a dark glade, giving me a last glimpse of the bell towers above a walled

  Tuscan village strung along the ridge. Montalcino, my home.




  My eyes at last accustomed to the dappled light, I pick my way along the eroded bed of a ditch where a trickle of water ripples over stones and mossy logs. I suspect I have hastened to follow

  this remote track too early in the season. Stooping to inspect fresh droppings beside the water, I gaze at animal tracks in the mud – the hoofs of a wild boar that has still to retreat into

  the dense underbrush for the mating season. Hoping this Tuscan cinghiale is as reluctant to show itself as I am to confront it, I quicken my pace and do not look back until the track rises abruptly

  from the glade and takes me into an oak coppice where small birds swoop skittishly about, diving among the branches, twittering one to the other, confidence sky high.




  I work my way through scree and up to a rounded hill crowned with tall pines. At last the underbrush thins and I breathe in the evocative smell of damp earth and pine needles. Bursting suddenly

  into view, an abbey sits in a gloomy valley where woods and undergrowth give way to green meadows. The sun has not yet touched the abbey, which pleases me, because my arrival before the sun

  promises that my lonely dawn start will not be unrewarded. I follow the downward path and plough into the woods, shut in close by hills once more; shadows deepen as the track descends.




  After a couple of silent hours trekking through the Tuscan hills with little but encounters of this nature and my thoughts for company, I’m almost sorry that in a few hundred metres the

  track peters out. Walking between ear-flicking and unfettered cattle, their breath steaming in the morning air, I hurry across the meadow towards the Abbey of Sant’ Antimo, nestled pale in

  the Valley of Starcia.




  Certain that the abbey doors will be open at first light, I don’t intend to delay my entry, but I halt mid-stride to capture an overwhelming moment. Reaching into the sky, the abbey is a

  visible layering of architectural signatures through the centuries, yet there is a harmony to the whole that unites the hand of the architect to the wilderness of the valley.




  I scan the abbey grounds, straining to hear the human sounds penetrating the stillness. Where the glory of God is sanctified, his Tuscan servants thought to plant an olive grove. Four wooden

  ladders are wedged in the branches of an olive tree. Chatting monks are visible from the knees down; white gowns flap around their ankles but their shapes are immersed in foliage. It is a quick

  exchange; words cease and work resumes. Strapped sandals, the sight of which make me smile, offer their feet no purchase on worn rungs. The monk nearest me rocks back and forth as he saws, causing

  his heels to drop over the back of the rung and then push forward, sinking his toes into hollows in the leather as his sandals buckle and bend under the strain. A cloaked arm pushes a cut branch

  into the air and it thumps to the ground. Four monks in one olive tree; one slices with a machete, one supports a doomed branch, one saws at the heart of the tree and the fourth reaches out and

  drops the pruned branch to the grass. Hessian sacks, bulging with twigs and leaves and knotted roughly at the neck with a length of rope, lean against a tree which has been pruned this morning. In

  orderly groves the trees follow one another in lines over the hill, each tree a precisely calculated distance from its neighbour. But these olive trees were planted across the abbey grounds at

  random centuries ago, their purpose as much to provide tethering points for vines as to pick and crush olives for the abbey’s oil-burning lamps. Gnarled trunks contort and twist; it is as if

  each tree has agonized about the direction in which to grow. High among the branches where the monks are at work spring growth is at a spurt and wispy tendrils bear double-fronted grey-green

  leaves. More than one of these olive trees has stood here for a thousand years.




  Lying beside the hessian sacks, three unlabelled bottles of wine rest one against the other, probably wine made at the abbey. Monks have a measure of winemaking experience, judging from

  historical frescoes in which they discard sandals and stomp purple grapes in open vats. They are the first documented winemakers of Montalcino, producing a necessity for life that centuries into

  the future would bring fame and wealth to this corner of Tuscany. The wine they made hundreds of years ago was sweet white Moscadello, not the red Brunello di Montalcino that has carried the name

  of the village to wine lovers all over the world. Medieval monks preferred the newly fermented juice of grapes, whether white or red. And it was safer for them to drink new wine than old, which was

  a health risk, and sold cheaply . . . although nowadays we call it aged and the pricing structure is reversed. Even rainwater channelled into a well, or worse, a mountain stream made

  doubtful by the distasteful work of peasant farmers and wandering boar, could not guarantee an uncontaminated beverage. I cannot tell if the bottles contained white or red wine, but I can see that

  they are empty.




  The monks are stirring. I watch them climb down the ladders, each descending foot groping unsteadily for the lower rung below. On the grass at last, white hoods hide their faces; only by

  studying the sandals of each monk do I know them. Leaving the chopped twigs and sawn branches where they fell, the four monks unsettle the tapered ladders and hurry across the grass, carrying their

  tools in the direction of the next tree.




  The bronze bells in the tower begin to peal, and a moment later the bell in the village above the abbey announces the hour with a clear and gentle chime. The two bells in the tower draw my eyes

  back to the abbey as the first beam of the rising sun climbs over the hill in search of the Valley of Starcia. Washing buttery gold over the topmost edge of the bell tower, a diaphanous light, like

  a delicate shawl, creeps down the tower and traces a warm pinkish bronze across the travertine walls. A tangential flush dances across the travertine and onyx as if the abbey were hung with

  sparkling jewels. The bells swing across the tower, a warning chime rings solid, and in the fleeting passage of a moment, before the bells swing back, a powerful sun pierces the pale dawn light,

  breaks the spell, and sunshine floods unchecked over the Abbey of Sant’ Antimo, reaching into the woods that brought me here.




  Turning to see if the monks shared this divine moment, I am surprised to see they have not begun work on another olive tree. The ladders lie upon the grass. The monks have vanished. Clamouring

  bells command from the tower, calling them to Lauds.




  A brotherhood of monks has inhabited the Abbey of Sant’ Antimo since the eighth century. Not continuously, indeed there have been grave moments, some lasting centuries, when the temptation

  of worldly sin overtook the spiritual calling of monks to a life in seclusion. The Starcia Valley, close to a Roman road and nine kilometres from the village of Montalcino, was chosen thirteen

  centuries ago to raise an abbey to the glory of God, and to house meditating monks. By medieval times the abbey’s coffers were filled with the tributes of pilgrims on their journey to the

  city of Rome. These pious travellers stumbled along the old Via Clodia, the mountain track that brought me to this enchanting valley to witness the rising of the sun. White-hooded monks, or

  brothers, through the centuries, have chosen to nourish the spirit and renounce the world at this abbey, but it is apparent that the world, at least the nearby world in which Luigi and I dwell

  among winegrowers and village folk in Montalcino, is not compliantly willing to acquit the monks of a lingering temporal hurt. A curious, provocative rhyme is often recited within the walls of

  Montalcino, hinting at bitter dealings in the past not yet forgotten or pardoned, and most assuredly, unforgivable: ‘What Siena could not do in a decade, the monks of Sant’ Antimo did

  in half a morning.’




  On the carved portal, as I step across stone flags worn smooth by the passing feet of pilgrims, geometric foliage entwines and loops across the monolithic lintel above my head. A stone rabbit

  turns his back, crouching on his haunches, but a menacing lion bares his teeth and jeers, blinking in the sunlight. Moving inside, I glide down the aisle under the gaze of almond shaped eyes and

  too large ears protruding from heads glaring from friezes and roundels on travertine and onyx pillars.




  I sink on to a polished pew and watch a lone monk in white hood and cape, hands and wrists tucked cosily into flowing sleeves, enter and begin preparations for the coming of the brothers. He

  places a chalice covered with a square of white lace on the altar. Backing and bowing down the altar steps, he turns and deposits a song book on each rostrum behind which two rows of monks will

  stand. The silence is broken by the dull slap of sandals padding across stone flags as his brothers, heads bowed, file one behind each other into the abbey, momentarily bending a knee to genuflect

  at the altar. With a swish of his gown, each takes his place, head lowered. Moments of stillness pass; they turn to face each other, bowing deeply from the waist. The brothers are ready to

  begin.




  Two voices, one from each row, split the silence, rising up to lead the first chant of the new day. In sombre harmony they gather strength in numbers as one by one the brothers join the melody

  until all have raised their voices. The resounding notes, magnifying in the emptiness of the abbey, affirm the primacy of God. For the second time on this new morning I am the sole witness to a

  moment of divine beauty. Sunbeams which penetrated the valley minutes ago shaft through a window assigned its arched perfection by a medieval mason. The sunlight slants around the apse, dappling

  lightly on the hoods and capes of chanting brothers. The crystalline notes of praise chase one another in the faultless medieval acoustics. The soaring walls of chiselled stone become hollow

  vessels filled to the brim with song and, unable to absorb any more ringing praise, seem to return each note to its white-hooded sender. I sit motionless on the pew, gazing into a veil of dancing

  sunbeams, listening to melodious plainsong reverberate from the singing stones.




  A handful of monks have found their spiritual home at the abbey. Among them are Fra Domenico, Fra Andrea and Fra Giancarlo, but this is not now a closed order, rather, it is a brotherhood that

  is restoring the once abandoned monastery and its cell-like rooms, as well as ministering to the spiritual needs of those in search of God. Although it stands alone in the hollow of the valley,

  Sant’ Antimo is no longer isolated from the world. For pilgrims who foolishly forgo the rising of the sun in the Valley of Starcia, blissful moments in solitude are impossible to capture.




  Blinking my way out into the blinding sunlight, my feet sound like those of a buffalo as they crush the gravel. I peep over the fence enclosing the monastery to watch for the first monk to

  emerge through the arch nearest the Chapter House. One by one they spill into the courtyard, sandals scattering pebbles.




  Had there been continuous habitation of the abbey through the centuries it is plausible the abbot would now be the wealthy proprietor of the rows of vineyards that encroach ever closer to the

  abbey grounds. The abbots of ages past grew rich from Crocus sativus, the pretty lilac flower from which saffron threads are harvested. Densely planted in the courtyard, it required

  dedicated labour – something meditating monks did not lack – because the crocus flowers for only twenty days. With nimble fingers, from each tiny flower thin threads were lightly

  plucked early in the morning, as soon as the petals opened, then quickly toasted to a burnt sienna hue. Saffron was a form of monetary exchange, one of the commodities that brought fabulous wealth

  to Venetian merchants who sailed in galleys to the east to trade in exotic spices. Venetian importation of saffron from the orient inadvertently contributed to the abandonment of cultivation at

  abbeys like Sant’ Antimo. There is no saffron in the courtyard now. Youngish bespectacled Fra Giancarlo, who is from France, decided to switch to lavender perhaps as a sentimental reminder of

  his homeland. Fragrant blue-mauve lavender is growing into a sprawling hedge.




  Living communally at the abbey, chanting Gregorian praise and cultivating lavender is not the extent of the temporal and spiritual vocation of the brothers. In the 1200s monks tended to pray and

  work in isolation, withdrawing from the wickedness of the world, but today they have chosen pastoral care, not only for those who pass in pilgrimage, or on a less holy mission, but also at parish

  churches, including those at Montalcino. On Sunday morning Fra Giancarlo or Fra Domenico find a faithful congregation awaiting Mass in our village. Two or three brothers always come to Montalcino

  on Friday morning, because that is market day, when outlying parishioners are in the village, eager to commune. I have come to recognize three or four of the brothers because market day seems to be

  a weekly diversion they relish. Every Friday their sandals are a source of fascination for me, and, knowing the monks’ faces, if not all their names, I cannot resist surreptitiously glancing

  at their feet to see if I can identify the hooded brother by his sandals. Fra Andrea’s sandals are so moulded around his bony feet that his toes are embedded in hollows, which is why I smiled

  knowingly when I recognized him by his feet as he rocked back and forth on the ladder in the olive tree. The constant mending of the pair worn by Fra Domenico has necessitated the improvising of

  thick brown thread with which the ankle strap is crudely bound to his right sandal, with stitching resembling coarse rope chain.




  The brothers are not returning to the olive trees. I think they are heading into the refectory for breakfast. A brother sets his heel at an angle in the gravel and bends down, poking his fingers

  below the straps. I am too far away to identify his sandals, but now his hood is down. Fra Domenico lifts his foot and shakes away annoying stones. The workshop where the brothers have their

  sandals mended, if the need is beyond that of tinkering with a hammer and a few tacks after vespers, is in Montalcino. In all probability, Montalcino is where the first pair of monkish, sensibly

  strapped, sturdy brown leather sandals was crafted because the village has a cobbling history going back centuries. Luciano is our last artisan shoemaker, a diligent calzolaio with a tiny workshop,

  nothing more than a wooden bench resting unsteadily in front of a cut-down chair, above which swings a bare lightbulb from the end of a length of wire tacked along a chestnut beam. Both bench and

  chair are concealed behind a narrow pane of glass hung with a tattered yellow curtain, which you would never suspect you were passing as you wandered the main thoroughfare or sat outside with your

  caffè. A calzolaio like Luciano does not only repair sandals and shoes, he once also fashioned new ones from tanned hides. ‘I began to learn my trade in 1961’ he told me,

  ‘and a decade earlier, when I was a boy, there were sixty Montalcinesi making and mending shoes. The hides were traded from the Tuscan Maremma and tanners cured leather down at the springs .

  . . there was plenty of work for all of us. One of our shoemakers even went to Rome and designed shoes for the Queen of England.’




  When I require a quick repair to the heel of a shoe or the shortening of a handbag strap, Luciano invites me to wait while he punches and taps. I sit uncomfortably beside his bench on a chair

  that rocks uncontrollably because Luciano, at some moment of frustration, has sawn the legs so that customers must balance at a lower height than his cut-down chair, which means I am so near the

  floor that my knees poke inelegantly towards my nose. While he taps away I marvel at the ornamented folly he has created through the decades. Crammed into overflowing shelves, deposited around the

  floor, and spilling from cardboard boxes are scraps from leather hides, steel heels and leather soles, sharp tacks and blunt studs in collapsing boxes, a bronze cow bell waiting for a new strap,

  jam jars of glue, and on the floor a heap of wooden forms for shaping farmers’ boots and delicate slippers for a grand signora. Black and brown laces drape over a nail and dangle on the

  bench, bits of wire and crooked extracted tacks lie scattered over unopened letters. There is not a square inch on his bench which is not littered with the evidence of his trade . . . with a few

  weird additions, like balls of string, electrical plugs, and a couple of deer horns. The unmended shoes from the feet of the Montalcinesi lie anywhere he can find a space for them; every imaginable

  size and shape including bulky farm boots, shiny black shoes for priests, and sensible low-heeled village shoes for the women. His tools are the same he began with forty years ago. A lesina, a

  wooden-handled tool with a long hook for pulling threads, a fornellino, which is a tiny oven for heating a block of wax for polishing leather, nimble pliers and dainty steel-headed hammers.




  Luciano, in his Aladdin’s cave, has been concealed by the tattered curtain for more than four decades, ensuring the feet of the Montalcinesi are well shod. In this absorbing atmosphere I

  always come away with some interesting anecdote about his life behind this wooden bench. ‘Luciano,’ I asked incredulously, not able to withhold my curiosity while precariously balanced

  as he tacked a new heel on my shoe. ‘What is this for? Are you making a scrubbing brush?’ Sitting on his bench was a bundle of black bristles tied with a piece of string.

  ‘I’ll show you,’ was his curt reply. Withdrawing a bristle about as long as his hand from the bundle and holding it in one hand while running the fingers of his other across the

  tip, he sensed rather than saw where to apply faint pressure, and, before my eyes, the bristle split in two. Taking a length of string a hair’s breadth fine, he then proceeded to weave the

  string and split bristles. ‘Now watch,’ he instructed, but I was already mesmerized. He slid a new sole out of a stack at his elbow, an upper from another, and said: ‘A needle is

  too solid, too inflexible for this work, so I use woven bristles.’ Pushing a tiny hole through the leather, he deftly pulled the bristle through, over and under, gradually sewing the upper to

  the sole in rhythmic loops. ‘Where do you get the bristles from?’ Immediately I wished I hadn’t asked for the answer is obvious. ‘From a hunter. A friend pulls the bristles

  from the neck of a cinghiale, because that is where the hairs are stiff and strong. This bundle is from yesterday’s hunt.’ The sandals Luciano repairs so frequently for Fra Domenico are

  crudely sewn with wild boar bristles.




  Our birth dates are no more than a week apart, yet Luciano belongs to a world gone long ago. Flashing images of the fashioning of my life, youthful adventures travelling the world, an interior

  design career dashing around in aeroplanes, fitting out sky-scraper towers and luxury resorts, I pictured myself rushing through one commission after another in a frenzy to be successful enough to

  be able to afford the finest Italian handmade leather shoes. Luciano is not dissatisfied with his life spent hammering away on his last at his bench in the village where he was born, surrounded by

  the clutter of his trade. Content to be mending shoes for his friends and sewing straps back on bedraggled sandals for Fra Domenico and the other brothers of Sant’ Antimo, he had no need to

  search for anything else. I was driving myself half crazy, propelled into an ambitious world, super girl, super mum and super woman, and all the while Luciano was sitting at his bench crafting my

  coveted leather shoes in a walled village in the hills of Tuscany.
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  CHAPTER TWO
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  Four Cats on a Terracotta Roof




  At ten minutes to seven a ripple of anxiety courses through the groups gathered in the garden opposite the wall where the bus is stationary. Twenty youngsters who live in the

  village are understandably anguished. Tension heightens when they are joined by another ten as mothers, tugging collars round their necks to camouflage frilly nightwear, career to a halt and the

  young who live on the farms and out among the vineyards leap from cars. Thirty youngsters, some from my neighbourhood of the village, dart back and forth, prowling around the locked blue bus that

  should be on its way round the medieval walls right this minute, carrying them away from the hill on which Montalcino rises. They are at the start of their morning journey to college or university

  in Siena and Florence, but if the bus does not carry them down the valley to Buonconvento on time they will miss the morning train. It seems that the bus driver is nowhere to be found.




  Even at this early hour the locked blue one is not the only bus beside the garden wall. The bus from Mount Amiata has brought those that live in the hamlets on the slopes of the mountain down to

  the village, and the smaller yellow bus which fetches the little ones who go to school in Montalcino from nearby farms and the village of Castelnuovo del Abate is here as well; later it will set

  off on the first school pick-up for the morning. Two uniformed drivers languidly puff on cigarettes behind trees opposite Bar Prato. I watch a group of youngsters, among whom I recognize Samuele

  and Filippo, race over and alert them to the locked bus that should have left minutes ago. Uninterested, the drivers wave their arms imprecisely towards Bar Prato, but the youngsters insist the bar

  doesn’t open until seven o’clock, so they are certain the driver cannot be tossing down espresso and munching brioche. Running to the police office, Samuele tackles Andrea, but the

  yawning policeman, cap tilted back, shakes his head; he has not seen anybody. Mario the sweeper has been labouring in Via Mazzini since six o’clock, swishing at butts in the cracks between

  stone slabs with his twig and brush broom, but he, too, indicates that nobody has passed up this cobbled road in half an hour. ‘Where the hell is he?’ questions Samuele in despair.

  Samanta has a bright idea. She lives in my neighbourhood, too. I recognize the faces of almost all the youngsters who live in the village, but some are members of other neighbourhoods so I do not

  know all of their names. ‘Do you know his mobile number?’ Samanta bristles frostily at one of the smoking drivers who at last exhibits interest. ‘Si, si, good idea!’ He

  pulls out his phone, quickly punching in the numbers. ‘It’s ringing . . . I can hear it ringing! He’s somewhere near, listen!’ Samanta gestures towards the bus and in a

  flash ten fists are hammering on the door. ‘Filippo! Come over here, let me stand on your shoulders, hoist me up so I can see in the window.’ Filippo bends and Samuele clambers on his

  shoulders, then Filippo straightens and, wobbling unsteadily, Samuele rises. Cupping his hands around his eyes he leans forward and peers inside the dusty rear window of the bus. He drums his fists

  on the glass and screams: ‘Cretino, you cretin . . . svegliati . . . wake up!’ A few seconds pass. Half a dozen others are soon hoisted on to shoulders and with all the thumping and

  rattling on the glass, and a plethora of wicked abuse, the driver, stretched along the rear seat, sound asleep, opens his eyes which meet a host of furious faces. ‘Cretino!’ they

  screech at him. ‘We’re going to miss the train. For this you can drive us all the way to Florence. What a stronzo! Wake up, you moron!’




  Grabbing jackets they had tossed aside while they hunted for the driver, the students race to the wall to fetch school bags and, dragging them towards the bus, fiery eyes follow the driver as he

  stumbles up the aisle and slouches behind the wheel. At last the creaking door unfolds but the menacing students are gearing up for retribution. He starts the engine, defending himself from a

  barrage of insults by raising an open hand in a pleading gesture, while rolling back his eyes and scowling sheepishly. Each student hurls abuse at him as they struggle aboard and, one after

  another, sling bags of books along the aisle and collapse into a seat. This bus is not going to reach Buonconvento before the train unless this guilt-ridden driver knows a shortcut down the

  mountain. Perhaps he will drive them all the way to Siena and then on to Florence.




  From a bench in the garden I watch the bus chugging up the hill on its way round the walls. Volatile exchanges such as this are not unusual among Tuscans who live in close-knit communities like

  Montalcino. The driver lives on the hill, and all the students know him personally, and his mother and father, they know all his aunts and uncles, even his grandparents. To unaccustomed ears and

  eyes wild accusations and ugly threats almost warrant the summoning of the law, but in Montalcino histrionic displays seem to form part of each day. Witnessing this early morning theatre on the

  heels of drama at midnight last night at Pianello headquarters, experience is teaching me to maintain a generous measure of perspective when volatile voices rise into verbal abuse.




  Each of the four quartieri, or neighbourhoods, namely Travaglio, Ruga, Borghetto and Pianello (of which Luigi and I are members), holds functions in their sede, or headquarters, throughout the

  year. Occasionally, but admittedly not frequently, the four neighbourhoods join together for a special event. It is more likely that the event will be one of two passionately contested archery

  tournaments staged each year on the campo between the four quartieri. Archery brings the four quartieri together, not in friendship but rather with loyal territorial pride. This should not be

  looked upon as a day of fun-filled competition. The emotion-packed tournament day is filled with a fierce passion to triumph. But as well as fulfilling an emotional need, supporting our archers and

  trainer, each of the quartiere headquarters is a gathering place, where the very young and the young, the not so young and the elderly, come together in a kind of territorial or neighbourhood

  kinship. It is a social organization that goes back many centuries, established in Montalcino before the year 1300. For instance, if you were born in Borghetto, that becomes your quartiere, by

  territorial possession.




  Last night Luigi and I were at our quartiere, Pianello, not because we were born here, but because a decade ago we were invited to take up membership. We were summoned to an assembly and

  planning dinner because members are required to support our quartiere cooks in preparing and serving lunch for several hundred strangers, experts in the world of wine, who are coming to Montalcino

  next week. Signora Luciana is head cook at Pianello, a role she has enacted for many years, ever since Luigi and I melted into another way of life and set up home here. The role of head cook

  carries burdensome responsibility considering the sacred importance of anything to do with planting, harvesting, preparing, cooking and consuming food in Montalcino – even more so when

  quartiere pride is at stake and visiting strangers are expected for lunch. Luciana is a buxom and boisterous woman with a booming voice that resonates an octave or three louder than anyone else’s. She is indomitably in command of the

  Pianello kitchen and even after ten years I quail in awe of her undisputed potency when she dons her flowery pinafore and brandishes her wooden spoon at we kitchen minions, galvanizing us into our

  kitchen chores.




  For the last year or two I have been endeavouring to wheedle my way into her good books, obeying her sharp and always succinct commands with a seraphic smile, praying that one day, or one year,

  she will allow me to do more than peel garlic. Once, when my childish impulsiveness compelled me to grab the wooden paddle, determined to stir savage circles in a cauldron of ragù sauce which she

  had set simmering for the pasta, Luciana materialized beside that pot like a wand-wielding sorceress. ‘Ninni!’ she howled churlishly into my ear before I had grasped the paddle long

  enough to complete the first vindictive stir, causing me to jump and splash the paddle into the bubbling sauce. With a great sense of the dramatic Luciana delivered one of her quelling looks that

  cut to the bone, bossily reproving my daring. ‘Leave the ragù to Maria-Rosa, she knows exactly how to stir it.’ Obviously there is some skilful ritual I have not yet learned

  about stirring ragù sauce. Luciana loves to call me ninni, which is the pet name Tuscans use as a term of endearment for grandchildren. Looking mightily dour, as if to reprimand me for my

  child-like naivety, she groped in a drawer and snatched a sharp knife. With an extended lunge and a rhythmic movement of her wrist she slit a whole bulb of garlic from a plait dangling from the

  rafter, waggled her finger at a chopping board and, wordlessly, dumped the garlic and knife in my quivering hand. I am certain I have peeled a million garlic cloves in the Pianello kitchen over the

  years, petrified under the flashing eyes of the bewitcher. I patiently wait for the day, or even the year, when Luciana is satisfied that my loyalty and kitchen ability warrant promotion to a

  higher duty. But an angelic smile is plastered to my face and I exude calm enrapture because being in the kitchen with Pianello ladies when they are chopping and rolling and stirring initiates me

  to new and vital rituals concerning the preparation of a delicious Tuscan meal . . . and succinct lessons in the way things are done. Thankfully, last night’s dinner assembly did not call

  upon my decade of profound expertise in peeling garlic because Luciana, in her unchallenged wisdom, had layered deep iron trays with spinach and ricotta lasagna earlier in the day. A tantalizing

  aroma of fresh sheep’s milk ricotta wafted around the sede as we filed through the door, greeting fellow members with a kiss on each cheek and warm hand clasps.




  Maurelia, who has been President of Quartiere Pianello for as long as Luciana has been head cook, alerted members to a late start because she wanted everyone to have time to return home to

  Montalcino in time for the assembly. Most of our members live and work in the village, but many workers and students travel daily to Siena or beyond, and some go to university. (That is, if the

  driver, Marco, is not asleep and the bus takes the young people down the valley in time to board the passing train.) Our meeting was scheduled to begin at nine-thirty, which really means ten

  o’clock. Such late-night appointments are not out of the ordinary in Montalcino, but forsaking a warm living room to attend a meeting at that hour is one of those awkward adjustments to our

  up-turned life that Luigi and I struggle to get used to. At nine o’clock on a cold dark night I’m thinking about preparations for bed. But by ten o’clock last night we were cosily

  chatting and laughing with our friends seated at wooden trestle tables spread around the dinner room in Pianello, warmed by a crackling fire that Vittorio arrives early enough to light and take the

  chill from the room before every winter meeting. Massimo, our most senior archer, and his wife Ofelia, who, over the years, has become one of my closest friends, joined my table, but Luigi sat with

  Ercole and Lola, our elderly landlords, who have become our unofficial grandparents, at a table on the other side of the room, closer to the hooded fireplace adorned with the blue and white emblem

  of Pianello.




  Fiorella and Maria-Rosa are Luciana’s left and right hand in the kitchen, so to speak, and as soon as we were seated they climbed the stairs, bearing salvers of toasted crostini topped

  with liver pâté, chopped mushroom and my most adored parsley and basil sauce, which we launched into while aromatic lasagna was warming in the industrial sized ovens in the restaurant-like

  kitchen.




  Maurelia, never hidebound by formality, explained the number of volunteer helpers who were needed for the lunch next week, and for which jobs, and we proposed ourselves according to our

  availability and talents. Emotions warmed by red wine, I threw up my hand striving to be accepted to wait at tables, but Fiorella objected, snatching me back to sober reality with an indignant

  wail. ‘Isabella! No! You will be needed in the kitchen with the cooks. You cannot serve as well!’ I gulped, shrank back on my bench, and with an inclination of my head submitted to her

  sensible declaration. Oh, bother. The annual dinner for three hundred strangers who are invited to Montalcino to taste wine produced by a couple of hundred growers will demand a thousand slippery

  garlic cloves. From the corner of my eye I am certain statuesque Luciana nodded her head in confirmation of my destiny. Maurelia cast about from table to table, issuing instructions and jotting

  notations on her presidential clip board, using one after the other her most favourite words, which are però, which means ‘however’, and comunque, which is similar

  to ‘in any event’, or ‘anyhow’. But she frowned, glancing around confusedly when Michele and Cecilia hissed in lowered tones and gestured to Gloria and Francesco and the

  young archers to join them at their table. ‘Allora!’ said Maurelia, using her third favourite word to rein in control. She summonsed the young to attention because they had

  switched tables and were bent low in muffled chatter. ‘Well now, which of you girls are available to serve at the tables, and which boys have volunteered to be wine waiters?’ Satisfied

  with their responses, she reminded the boys that they are expected to be in black dinner jackets, formal and correct attire, just like the sommelier who will oversee the ritual decanting of

  Brunello. This stipulation brought guffaws and taunts from young friends who took delight in good naturedly counselling the boys that Brunello will be the red liquid in the dark bottles!

  ‘Dai, dai, you don’t say,’ retorted young Francesco, ‘I’ve been putting that red stuff in bottles for the last month and sending it all over the world . . . what would

  you know about it?’ Perfectly true – Francesco is the grandson of a contadino wine grower who is a personal friend of ours, Signor Primo Pacenti, from whom Luigi and I have learned much

  about the wine of Montalcino, and, along with that, the story of contadini winemakers who are but one fascinating piece in a confusing riddle about the families who make superb wine on these

  hills.




  We have passed many such evenings with our friends in Pianello, supping delicious food and sipping red wine in our sede which is as familiar as our own cosy living rooms which lie just a

  twisting lane or two from the door. By the time Maurelia was satisfied she had rounded up the helpers needed to fulfil quartiere commitments, and we had devoured every single crostini and scraped

  the crust from Luciana’s scrumptious lasagna in the iron trays, the strokes of midnight were echoing from the village bell tower. Our plates were stacked by Fiorella and Luciana began noisily

  bashing about in the kitchen. No one took notice of a bitter debate under way at the table where the younger people hovered. I thought their unsmiling faces were a glum reflection on the midnight

  hour. We gathered ourselves up and Luigi and I were bidding goodnight to Ercole and Lola, and arranging a time to meet Fiorella and Vittorio next week to assemble for our respective duties peeling

  garlic and delivering wine for the lunch. Everyone was staggered when a dozen youngsters erupted from a table and blustered their way down the stairs two by two, blocking our descent, intent on

  way-laying President Maurelia and Dottore Luciano, who trains our archers. That was when the unpleasant exchange that was still fresh in my mind this morning at the bus stop broke into a verbal

  battle.




  The young archers contributed not a word to the dissenting voices, but it was evident that they concurred with the argument put forward by senior friends. The reason Michele and Cecilia called

  in muffled tones for Gloria and Francesco, as well as the young archers and Samanta, to join them at their table was because they intended to vent their anger. They must have anguished about how to

  raise a contentious subject. Farewelling Ofelia and Maria-Rosa, I draped my coat around my shoulders and Luigi and I were heading towards the stairs, arms linked with Ercole and Lola, when we could

  not help but be stunned into listening.




  Our President, Maurelia, cheerful after an efficient execution of her task for the evening, and employing her oft resorted to diplomatic skills, immediately sought to dampen the flame.

  ‘Oh, ragazzi,’ she pleaded, digesting the implications, ‘it serves no purpose to blame an archer, or the rules, or another quartiere. Per favore, please, we are four cats on a

  terracotta roof . . . we have to make the most of what we have, how things stand, without finding fault with anybody else.’




  ‘But Maurelia,’ objected Cecilia. In her final year at university and something of a spokeswoman for her generation, she was unwilling to let this opportunity pass now that every

  member present was riveted to the spot. ‘The rules need to be updated. They haven’t been considered for more than fifty years. It isn’t right because the skill of an archer is not

  the criterion for winning a tournament. There is an unjust gap between an archer who, time after time, sinks his arrows into the heart of the boar and an archer whose arrows are scattered all

  around the target.’ Young Doctor Francesco, deciding this was the moment to offer substance to Cecilia’s words, broke in. ‘She’s right, an archer can shoot an arrow that

  hangs on to the tail or nose of the boar by a thread, and at the end of the shoot the target looks like it has been dissected by my anatomy class. Then you have someone like Massimo who shoots

  nineteen perfect arrows one after the other. The arrows practically split each other down the shaft they are so tightly packed into the heart of the boar. But if he misses one arrow because of the

  wind, or a distraction, then he loses the shoot and the archer whose arrows are all over the target takes the victory. But how can his quartiere claim he is the best archer?’




  Maurelia glanced anxiously at the elders grouped at the bottom of the stairs, willing someone to offer a convincing response in the face of this reasoned argument. She turned to the stairs where

  the rest of us were poised halfway down, but we were tight-lipped, not daring to inflame the young or wanting to be dragged into hostile crossfire. Dottore Luciano, who has been training the

  Pianello archery squad for years and has experienced dozens of tournaments, and probably dozens of conflagrations in Pianello, saw this as a grievance that was not going to be placated with

  platitudes.




  ‘Ragazzi,’ he implored, ‘we have talked this over within the junior and senior archery squads, even with one of the other quartieri, but the truth is that not everyone agrees

  with your point of view. Not even our own archers are in agreement. Some archers argue that you cannot expect that Pianello will win a tournament just because of a change in the rules. Your

  accusations are getting us nowhere! All archers from the four quartieri are compelled to fire their arrows under the same rules, whether we like them or not. Your dissension and grumbling is

  causing our archers to lose hope, they sense defeat before the tournament is even here. You are damaging our young archers, because they are losing the will to become great archers for

  Pianello.’




  ‘But Dottore!’ Michele and Cecilia, sullen faced, clamoured to be listened to, ignoring the expectation of finality in the Dottore’s tone. Michele reacted fast.

  ‘That’s the whole point! Exactly why we are angry and we demand that something be done. If there is no advantage in being the best archer, if there is no regulation

  about shooting every arrow with precision into the heart of the boar – which we all agree requires tremendous skill and months of sacrifice and dedication – then, not just

  Pianello’s but all the young archers, at least in their minds, are tempted to settle for being able to hit the target anywhere at all. Why should Samuele, Filippo and Francesco train

  day after day on the practice range, missing out on other things, if, when it comes to tournament time, all they have to do is get as many arrows as possible to sink somewhere, anywhere, into the

  boar!’ The three young archers stood at the top of the stairs, but as their eyes shifted I recall the slightest flicker of emotion passing between them, and when Samanta bent forward to see

  their reaction, almost imperceptibly, their heads inclined, supporting Cecilia and Michele. A few of the elders folded their arms across their chests, demonstrating, by this defensive pose,

  solidarity with Dottore Luciano and Maurelia. The rest of us stood frozen, lips tightly clenched.




  Cecilia seized the moment to drive home her point. ‘How can you not agree? We want to see archers of the highest calibre on the campo, bravissimi archers who win the tournament with

  dedication, sacrifice and skill, not by a margin of luck. Anyway –’ she lowered the tone of her voice to a petulant growl – ‘it isn’t the arguments which are damaging

  our young archers, it is because the tournament elders will not admit that the rules have become inadequate. Fifty years ago it probably was different. But we are in a new era. The bows and arrows

  we purchase these days are of a standard that technically assists archers, provided they train consistently, and provided their goal is not just to hit the target, because that’s not

  difficult, especially in the early rounds.’ Throwing down the challenge, she released her final volley justifying her accusation. ‘For heavens sake, Dottore, you’ve even seen

  me hit the target on the practice range from twenty-five metres! If an archer knows he has to sink twenty arrows, one after the other, into the precise heart of the boar, and if points are

  awarded according to the accuracy of every single arrow, then we would witness a tournament that is won by the quartiere with the bravest archers of Montalcino. That would be a true

  victory.’




  Dottore Luciano nodded his head in tacit agreement, accom­panied by an expressive hand movement that confirmed his words as his outstretched hand cut vertically through the air.

  ‘Magari, perhaps you may be right, but it is not as easy as it may seem to you to change the rules whenever someone is not happy. I know you are deluded, but how do you think Massimo and

  Alessandro and our other senior archers feel? They carry this tremendous responsibility on their shoulders, everyone’s expectations and the honour of our quartiere, all through the year. I

  have been training our archery squad for twenty years, and before that I was an archer myself. I know a thing or two! How do you think I feel? If there are those among you who want someone to

  blame, well, you can blame me if it means we can restore harmony in our quartiere. For the sake of our archers, I will offer my resignation right now!’ Dumbfounded by this frightful threat,

  we all held our breath, and the young were speechless, so he switched tactics. ‘We have been close to victory at so many tournaments, but you must be patient. All this resentment, this

  bitterness which is causing divisions in our quartiere, and moaning about changing the rules, will be wiped away in an instant because I promise each of you that one victory is all it will take to

  release us from this pain and anguish.’




  A trodden dirt path takes me up the hill above the medieval wall that girdles Montalcino, capturing huddled stone houses within a stone belt, and overlooking an endless valley

  rolling away to the mountains. Leaning over the wall, embracing the wide-flung landscape stretching to a crown of purple mountains, I raise my eyes and let them sweep across these hills all flushed

  with light and shadow, down to valleys patterned with vines, olive groves and fields of wheat punctuated with thousand-year-old castles. I shake my head in disbelief that this dream is real.

  Sometimes, in the nearest valley running steeply from the village, I see a hunter with a gun propped over a shoulder striding along with his snuffling dog, or curls of smoke rising from a chimney.

  Often I gaze at a worker clipping vines or picking fat plums, or at billowing white-as-snow sheets, incongruously flapping from the sill of a turreted castle defending a clearing in the woods. The

  merest alteration offers a rhythmic rearrangement of all its unique credentials. This morning, with spring on its way towards us, the horizon is acutely limpid. Not all traces of winter have

  vanished. Below this wall the hill falls into a wood where chestnuts rustle in a light breeze, wanting to shake off a winter mantle of crinkled leaves and barren casings. The chestnut trees are

  awakening, reaching for the morning sun, eager to begin again. Bare hills rise and fall in gentle waves, not yet yielding up their secret; the seeds the farmer sowed last November are germinating,

  readying to burst through the softening earth. Through months of freezing winter the land lay in the rough; clods of earth that were rendered down into grey clumps became as hard as granite,

  compounded by occasional frosty mornings and frequent falls of snow. ‘Sotto ghiaccio c’è fame,’ below ice there is hunger, the farmer says, ‘ma sotto neve

  c’è pane’: but below snow there is bread. The snow has melted, sending life- giving water seeping slowly underground. Green rising grain will transform these barren Tuscan hills,

  sweeping away the winter cloak that protected the farmer’s bread, heralding another rearrangement of this never finished picture.




  A decade has passed since Luigi and I packed our bags and bade farewell to family and a commodious life in Australia. At the time it did not seem courageous, but in me there were wounds to be

  healed and a hunger to step away from who I was, from the spurious world I had constructed. Luigi, in utter contrast, is a man who refuses to recognize any complications in life. Anything is

  possible to Luigi and, living here for a decade, among Tuscans who understand precisely what the important things in life are, has simplified his already uncomplicated philosophy. We watched and

  listened from a discreet distance, learned patience, recognizing our lack of familiarity with the way things are done in Montalcino. This is an insular community and there are rituals to be

  observed. Over time we familiarized ourselves with daily habits, joining the passeggiata each evening, participating in the rhythm of the festivals and pageants that punctuate the sacred and

  secular Montalcino calendar. We were offered and accepted responsibility in our quartiere, Pianello, which requires unquestioned service and we have witnessed as many tournaments as the young

  archers, although a number of years slid by before we understood the depth of loyalty we must harbour towards Pianello, and the centuries of passion behind the archery tournaments themselves;

  perhaps that is something we can never possess.




  The citizens we share our lives with are not just Tuscans, they identify themselves as Montalcinesi, while those whose ancestors were born on the hill, whose unbroken genealogy goes back

  many centuries, can claim to be and are referred to as Ilcinesi, an ancient label that harks back to the 1200s, or even earlier. All of them carry the hopes and aspirations of a community

  that considers itself defiantly unique. We have occasionally been snared in unexpected pitfalls because it has taken us a whole decade to fathom some of the mysterious ways of the Montalcinesi with

  whom we mingle daily. Only now are we beginning to grasp the complex network linking one family to another in intersecting horizontal and vertical branches, and all of them to the village as if all

  two thousand souls living on this hill stem from one single oak tree, which was fought over with the blood of their ancestors who defended their right to dwell here. As the first five years slid

  away we sensed a measure of acceptance, but the citizens who live inside these medieval walls jealously guard an individuality, an identity that is difficult to penetrate. Determined that

  Montalcino will be our home, and wary always of falling into the trap of comparing our evolving life, upside down and inside out though it may be from time to time, with our organized life in the

  past, we have remained persistent. Yet sometimes we are forced to recede silently into the background, wait another year, or two, and keep a low profile while the Montalcinesi, by their actions and

  cautioning words, subconsciously enlighten us about the way things are done in their hilltop village atop a sea of vineyards. It is a world we never imagined existed when we waltzed through the

  walls and into their inward looking lives. In truth, we are intruders, and they do not need us to be here.




  We have absorbed much about the history of Montalcino, listened to stories from the descendants of village families, and pieced together intriguing parts of the Montalcino puzzle, but there is

  much still to be learned. To a stranger, hearing an Ilcinese, someone whose ancestors were born on the hill of Montalcino, conversing with Luigi in the piazza about the football team, or exchanging

  news about the harvest, or overhearing a Signora confiding in me about some minor family crisis, even inviting us to their homes in the village or in the vineyards outside the walls, it could

  mistakenly appear that we have gained acceptance. Perhaps some strangers who come to find a new life in Italy are satisfied with those important milestones, perhaps they should be, because we

  understand the patience and perseverance required to reach that point. But we are not. To become an integral part of the life we have discovered here, a life we value, and assimilate

  ourselves into the cultural quality and rhythm of the lives of our friends, with a part to play in the living history of Montalcino, requires a sagacious mind and longer vision. In our tenth year,

  drawn into their lives though we may be, we are more than ever aware that we risk much if we display an outwardly bold attitude, or if we assume, simply from prior experience of the wider world, to

  know more, or better, than an Ilcinese. But, at the same time, after a decade, we occasionally step into exposed terrain and trust that the patient foundation we are laying, year by year, is

  becoming firm enough for us to leave our comfort zone and, searching for long-term integration, find and be entrusted with a role to play in the future of Montalcino. We are adjusting to unspoken

  rules that adopting and living in a new culture demands if you sincerely want that culture to become your own.




  Movement to the west draws my eye; the train that left Grosseto an hour ago hurtles out of the woods below Castello Romitorio. Directly ahead, easily distinguishable, lies the

  village of Buonconvento. Already the train is roaring through the valley and in a couple of minutes will clatter into the station, but there is no sign of a blue bus along the road between the

  hills. Samuele, Filippo and friends will not reach Florence in time for morning lectures.




  My mind returns to last night’s assembly because young Pianello members who witnessed that ugly confrontation are among those who departed on the late bus. When Luigi and I were invited to

  join Quartiere Pianello, Samuele and Francesco were little boys at elementary school. Filippo is older by a couple of years, but the three of them would race around Pianello headquarters playing

  tag, or shooting at each other with imaginary arrows until Massimo, our veteran archer, would hoist one or other of them on his broad shoulders and quieten them so members could concentrate on the

  news our President needed to impart. They have grown from rowdy children to young adults anxious about missing a university lecture. On weekends we watch them, smart young men walking hand in hand

  with girlfriends, greeting us on the evening passeggiata around the village. And we have watched them grow in confidence and skill, training with Dottore Luciano, proud to become archers for

  Quartiere Pianello.




  Dissension has surfaced because the archery tournaments between the four neighbourhoods have been won year after year by each of the other three quartieri. Pianello has not been victorious at an

  archery tournament in nearly a decade; understandably, the young are dejected. None of those Pianello youngsters on the bus has ever seen a victory in our quartiere. A whole generation of Pianello

  has never heard the bells of the Church of San Pietro, our own quartiere church, peal the news of victory. They have never marched through the village behind the quartiere banner, claiming glory

  and honour for Pianello. And precisely when things are at their lowest there is friction within the ranks of our archers and frustration and grumbling about inadequate rules among the young adding

  pressure to the delicate work in the months to come as our archers sacrifice their time on the practice range. And now our trainer is threatening to resign. We desperately need a victory in

  Pianello.




  Leaning over the northern wall I sense footsteps as I muse over how I must accept my share of the responsibility for the despair of Pianello young, and help to find a way to raise their morale.

  A familiar voice greets me. ‘Buongiorno, Signora.’ Bruno offers a respectful salutation. No matter how many invitations I put forward Bruno cannot bring himself to call me by my first

  name. Most of my friends do, and Bruno and his wife Amelia are among the most loved and special of elderly friends, but Bruno cannot let go of this deferential expression of respect even though our

  paths cross two or three times a day. This morning, automatically, he reaches a hand to his battered cap. He has spent his life doffing his cap to one padrone, master, or another and he feels

  discourteous if he does not acknowledge me in this way. Well into his nineties, he carries a serrated curved blade and a length of rope is wound from elbow to bony shoulder, for he is a thin man.

  ‘Buongiorno, Bruno.’ I smile warmly. ‘Where are you going?’ He points towards low scrub in the wood from where I watched the hurtling train gather speed below Castello

  Romitorio. ‘I left some branches near the castle yesterday because I couldn’t carry them. I’m going back to fetch them.’ Bruno is a boscaiolo, a woodcutter, a lingering

  trace of a way of life that offered little more than survival for many Montalcinesi families not so many decades ago. He chooses to occupy his old age doing what he once had little choice in life

  about. He walks kilometres into the woods and saws and gathers branches for the fire, because his wife Amelia cooks their meals over a fuel stove. By the time he returns home around midday Amelia

  has handmade pasta rolled and ready, and while he stacks the wood and hangs up his blade, she sets the water to simmering and, giving Bruno a minute to strip to the waist and wash at the scullery

  sink, she drops the pasta into a pot and the very second he steps through the door, pulling on a clean shirt, she lays a mound of macaroni and his favourite tomato and garlic sauce at his place at

  the table.




  ‘Buon passeggiata, Signora,’ he farewells me warmly. He knows I am on my morning walk around the walls of the village. When he returns for lunch Amelia will ask if he met me this

  morning, as usual.




  Turning towards the hunting woods the stone wall curves sharply on the crest of the hill behind a white stone church known affectionately as the Madonna. The morning air has liquefied a white

  frost but the sun has not warmed the grass, which is heavy with dew and lies inert beneath the trees. Not yet in bloom, miniature stems droop under the weight of elongated buds hanging low, each

  with a violet membrane defining closed petals. Crocuses burst from the earth in unison, but these aspiring blooms cannot raise their delicate heads among pearly dew drops clinging to blades of

  grass.




  Soon I am on a stony track above the farms facing the hunting woods. There is always early morning activity here, but as spring looms there is a sense of renewal of energy in man as well as

  nature. A farmer plunges his axe into a log, draws it out and raises it above his head, rhythmically swinging his body as he prepares for the next blow. Unaware that I am standing above, he labours

  on, adding to a pile of chopped wood beside which his peaked black cap is resting. He wears an odd uniform for chopping wood. No jeans and T-shirt for this Tuscan farmer; he is habitually dressed

  for wood chopping in baggy trousers, a collarless white shirt with the neck button fastened, waistcoat and black jacket. Shabbily comfortable, it was once a part of his best Sunday suit. Wood

  chopping is not his first chore for the morning; a plot has been turned and narrow troughs scooped out, ready for planting. His sturdy wife, peasant scarf knotted under her chin, draws wooden pegs

  from the pocket of her floral apron and secures a row of tea towels along a wire strung from tree to tree. So ordered, so predictable is their day that they are insulated by their own uncomplicated

  existence. Yet they rise early each morning with purpose. They seem to me to love their simple life. Besides chopping wood and growing artichokes and lettuces, they are live-in caretakers for the

  church of the Madonna. Often, clutching his cap to his side, the man dresses in his best black when he carries the cloth bag round the Madonna to receive offerings from the faithful.




  A tractor crackles and splutters then settles into an angry purr as I reach the cypress pine guarding the boundary with the next farm. Years ago an abandoned farmhouse near

  where I stand was surrounded by fruit trees alternating with olives, but the farm around the stone house had not been worked for years and had degenerated into a tangle of golden ginestra and

  domestic plants gone wild. Olive oil cannot keep pace with the returns for planting vines and producing the wines of Montalcino, especially if the farm lies within the zone authorizing production

  of Brunello, as this farm does. Wine lovers all over the world covet Brunello di Montalcino and pay handsomely for even one bottle; this handkerchief-sized plot produces a few thousand bottles.

  Once the hillside, which slopes away from the wall at a steep angle, had been lightly cleared of tangled vegetation, and after massive boulders had been trucked away, the terraces that peasant

  farmers had cut by hand into the hillside long ago to plant the olive grove were revealed. But the changes were not violent. Cherry and plum trees, a huge almond, several chestnuts, as well as a

  few olive and cedar and, where possible, even wild rose bushes, were intentionally spared from destruction. This brought me relief because I pictured farmland in the new world cleared of everything

  that resembled life or growth, or that stood in the way of a concrete dream engineered on a planning desk far from the countryside. But as the clearing plan unfolded I wondered how the grower was

  intending to sink soldierly lines of wooden staves, which march in resolute rows in most vineyards, if he had to weave a circuitous path to avoid plum and cherry trees, as well as the spread of a

  gigantic almond. My curiosity walking past this farm each morning, pausing to scan evidence of the previous day’s labour, led to an exchange of polite smiles with workers, then frequent

  greetings by way of waving hands followed by mouthing friendly buongiornos until the day I encountered the grower, Enzo, on the path, on his way down to the farmhouse. Our friendly exchange of

  passing gestures blossomed.




  Enzo became the fortunate owner of this farm only a few years ago, acquiring a hectare and a half and an abandoned farmhouse from the descendants of the Paccagnini, an ancestral Montalcino

  family. An outsider would not have had a semblance of flickering hope of even finding out that it might have been on the market because a treasure like this handkerchief of farmland with a stone

  house to boot on the doorstep of Montalcino, a few minutes’ walk from the heart of the village, is the stuff Italofiles from afar daydream about. But for many years Enzo has reaped no

  financial return as a result of ripping out olive trees and planting a vineyard with the clone of sangiovese grosso, the grape from which Brunello di Montalcino is produced. Enzo, like all

  Montalcinesi, thinks in the long term; life has been unfolding on this hill for a couple of millennia. This morning he is sitting behind the wheel of his tractor bumping along at an even pace

  between the rows. Enzo is not a contadino, the descendant of a peasant farmer, but a cittadino, a village dweller, and a respected Doctor of Oenology. He proffered unexpected answers to my

  questions about unconventional logic in this vineyard.




  ‘But Enzo, what about the sun?’ I cleverly interrogated him because sangiovese grosso needs sun, as hot and as bright and constant as nature will bestow. The shadow cast by the leafy

  almond from April to October consumes a stretch of land of a monetary value that made no sense to me. ‘It is part of my ecological plan,’ Enzo assured me. ‘For years I have

  monitored the shadow and thought about how to use it to advantage. Every vineyard needs a cantina where huge oak barrels can rest in silence, but I’m going to make this one invisible! It will

  be concealed under the slope of the hill where the almond tree shadow falls. The shade will help keep the temperature under control in the cantina.’ Enzo is an environmentally conscious

  grower. He anticipated what he thought my next question might be, because he chatted on, testing to see if I knew the answer. ‘That is only half of the equation, Signora. What about

  rain?’ The regulations the Brunello growers are bound to adhere to, if they apply to call their wine Brunello, stipulates that no artificial watering, no irrigation, is permissible. ‘I

  was wondering about that,’ was my guarded response, but it was really a pretence to encourage him. I want to learn more about growing this great wine because, curiously, there are occasions

  when my ears prick up. I sense, scrutinizing barely perceptible glances to the side, or raised eyebrows replacing unspoken words, ambiguous hints of an unpleasant nature. Obscurely gathering clouds

  in my mind bother me. I fear something is not quite right between the families of growers who live in the hills surrounding Montalcino.




  ‘Wouldn’t you think the roots of the chestnut, cherry and plum trees would steal the moisture the vines will be searching for when the sun beats relentlessly down from a cloudless

  summer sky?’ Silence was the wisest option when Enzo’s shaking head told me this was the wrong question.




  ‘Does it look to you as if the vines have died of thirst? Come with me, if you don’t mind dirt on your shoes.’ Was that another trick question? Enzo led the way down the hill,

  then turned into a row of vines and stepped guardedly between clumps of earth, although I did not understand the implication of his gingerly placed boots because I could see they were already

  clogged with dirt. Just the same, I mimicked him, not wanting to appear ungrateful for his concern about my footwear. He stopped in front of a twisted trunk branching horizontally seventy

  centimetres above the ground. To my eyes it looked lifeless, or at least dormant. Enzo lowered his voice and in a hushed tone so as to unite us in this moment of truth, took on a conspiratorial

  expression and said: ‘If you can imagine, Signora, below the ground, as deeply as the soil allows and probably at the level where it meets coarse shale, curly rootlets are right this moment

  wriggling beneath our feet. A rudimentary form of life is sending hair like feelers writhing through the darkness searching for moisture and minerals in the soil with which to feed embryonic

  shoots.’ I found it difficult to respond to this science fiction image described with barely controlled emotion, but I was instantly pleased I had placed my feet precisely in his footprints.

  My eyes were riveted upon the hillocks and craters in the crusty earth at our feet as a smile of knowing satisfaction crossed his face. ‘This is really the very first stage in the making of

  Brunello di Montalcino, but it is a step for which man can claim no credit.’




  ‘Because the shale table is lower down on this farm the soil is deep. The roots of these ancient fruit trees that have been wandering in silent darkness deep underground for years are

  nature’s repositories for scarce moisture from which the roots of the vine feed during the hot days of summer. The cherry, plum and chestnut trees are watering invisible stirring

  rootlets.’




  This morning Enzo is travelling slowly, his head and shoulders turned towards the hoe at the rear of the tractor, preparing for the dawn when a subterranean scramble of wriggling rootlets

  manifests itself in the first green shoot. He is letting the hoe gently drag the earth open, turning and aerating fat clumps of soil, but not causing it to fragment violently.




  Instead of turning for home at the guard’s tower halfway along the track, I walk on to a rampart rising to the fortress and pass through a pointed archway in front of wooden doors to this

  medieval stronghold. Once around the fortress a path cobbled with uneven round stones brought from a riverbed will take me into the quartiere of Travaglio. This will lead me, by and by, to one of

  my secret places in Montalcino to which I retreat when turbulent events, such as my angst with a bus driver with whom I have no justifiable reason to feel personal annoyance, and horrible divisions

  in Pianello dump a load of disappointment on my mind. I need to be with myself.




  A drystone wall is thoughtfully furnished with rough-hewn steps cut into the rocks. From the lowest step, breathing in the scented air of wild rosemary growing over the wall, I am high enough to

  see into the garden. The drooping bowers of golden wattle from a flowering acacia almost touch the earth where daffodils turn up their sunny petticoats. Dancing around the daffodils miniature

  bluebells and violets creep into the light, struggling for their share of warmth from the sun. Potted primula sit along a dirt path trodden smooth, while terracotta tubs seem only to harbour damp

  earth; tulip bulbs prepare for their moment of entry. A patch of green stems twenty centimetres tall and standing straight is unfamiliar. The stems have risen amongst the flattened leaves of last

  winter’s cabbages and meander between acacia and olive trunks. Rising to a higher step, edging my body along the wall I regret, for the umpteenth time, that botany is not something in which I

  excel. One of the reasons I derive so much happiness from visiting these gardens daily is because I see the blossoming of seasonal flowers and vegetables familiar to me. Luigi and I never harboured

  rustic notions of living on a farm. We are content to leave the dirty hands, shovels and manure to others while we take morning caffè at a civilized hour, socializing with friends in the village.

  Visiting the gardens inside the walls has taught me when, and how, but I am satisfied to observe nature from this side of the wall. There is a furriness about these rigid stems; each trifoliate

  leaf is curling downwards, as if an invisible force is pulling it towards the soil. With my feet embedded firmly in the stone wall and toes wedged beneath the protruding rock ledge I bend over at

  the waist and reach down, managing to keep myself from toppling long enough to run my fingers along a furry stem. Returning upright, I raise my fingers to my nose, close my eyes and inhale.

  Recognizing the sweet scent I glance back at temporarily upright patches of wild strawberry.




  Leaving the perfumed garden and continuing down the pebbly path and through a ruined gate there are no more gardens to peep into now that I am outside the wall. Instead, wild growth confronts

  me. Not far from here, a little way outside the walls and down an isolated track, is my secret place of meditation. Turning from the gate as the track slopes down I am startled by agitated

  twittering and the flurry of wings. I have disturbed the morning song of a hundred birds. Understandably terrified, they swoop from a thicket and tear around in a scolding frenzy, alarming mates

  further down the track who whirl into the air chittering warnings. Waiting until the timid creatures find a safe place to settle I set off down the track, but soon it is apparent that I am not the

  only interloper on this peaceful sunny morning. My predicament calls for prudence. Should I turn back? Instinctively seeking not to betray my presence I crouch below the crumbling wall. Back bent

  and head down, I creep along the track. In the silence it is impossible not to overhear the rebounding voices of Carlo and Pierluigi, two Travaglio archers comparing firing technique on their

  practice range. Concealed behind leggy thistles, my covert shelter incriminates me of archery espionage more harmful than if I had strolled boldly past and waved a greeting . . . but it is too

  late. Halted by the recognizable whir of blurred arrows flying down the range and sinking into the target with a thud, my thoughts turn yet again to the reason I am following this track. Carlo

  carried on his shoulders the weight of quartiere honour for loss after loss at tournaments for every one of the eighteen years in which Travaglio never had a victory. When he fired the winning

  round at the annual Sagra tournament a few years ago it broke a heartbreaking drought. Entire generations of Travaglio mem­bers had never seen a victory; for the older members it was a leap

  into the modern era. Now it is our turn. Dejected Pianello members may be called upon to endure the pain of defeat this year as well. Except for the happy twittering of finches satisfied that they

  are not under threat and thus unconcerned at my crouching, there is no sign of movement along the deserted track. Carlo’s voice becomes muffled, then inaudible as silence descends and, with a

  few more bent-double stilted steps, I reach my destination.




  When I come to my secret place, never quite knowing what I will find, I am overcome by an inner calm that sweeps through me as soon as I see Her face. An ivory ring of spent wax from a candle

  lies in a heap on the stone step; wax has dribbled into the cracks leaving a trail of white veins across the shrine. Someone must have visited the Madonina, the little Madonna, last evening,

  leaving this flickering candle as a votive offering. Embraced in this peasant shrine are intoned prayers of supplication of the Montalcinesi going back hundreds of years. Tawdry plastic flowers

  ornament the shrine, and a straw wreath festooned round about with ribbons is lassoed to the wire grille. Naively worked in terracotta by the hand of a peasant, not artistically rich and

  undoubtedly worth nothing at all except to those who seek the answer to their prayer, my sweet Madonna of benign simplicity smiles into eternal silence. She is cloaked in a blue mantle, often

  depicted to accentuate majesty. But it is Her serene smile, untroubled by the weight of burdens of all who come to seek Her mercy, that brings me here from time to time. A few white daisies have

  been poked through the wire no more than an hour ago; proof that this Madonna is part of the daily life of many who trust in Her benevolence. A narrow slit in the wire grille invites the deposition

  of coins which rattle down a crudely fashioned metal tube and land with a clang in a rusty tin. My reservedly Protestant upbringing prohibits me from seeking Her direct mediation in restoring

  harmony at Pianello. But I am unable to resist feeling the exaltation when I slip a coin through the slot and it rattles about in the tube and races with a spurt, twirling before dropping into the

  tin, leaving me with a sensation of triumph over that which afflicts my mind. Perhaps it is the finality of the action; the die is cast, the request made, my coin irretrievable.




  The first time I discovered this serene Madonna was in my twentieth year. Wed to my handsome man we were dashing around Italy without a care in the world. But that was more than thirty years

  ago, and, my unknown destiny mapped out, I dragged my daughter, Rebecca, down this track when she was eighteen, but she did not understand the significance of visiting the Madonna because I did not

  tell her. In happy early years, which all too soon became traumatic survival ones, followed by the wilderness of the middle years, I did not imagine that one day, having met Luigi, I would run away

  to Italy, seek and find my home in Montalcino with liberty to visit my Madonna whenever I wish, and whenever I need. It pleases me that rarely do I meet anyone else at Her shrine. Selfishly, I want

  Her for myself because this is a secret place in my heart. Sitting on the steps at Her feet are treasured moments with fragments of a broken life that needed to be left behind, and of precious

  times that are not recoverable. Luigi has never been here, he has never seen my sweet Madonna because he is my now.




  Calm of heart, carrying Her benign smile with me on my homeward path, I loop through a chestnut wood and follow the drystone walls to the east of Montalcino. Sleeping drivers, missed lectures

  and Pianello dramas, serious though they are, recede into perspective. Reflecting on my responsibility as changes flow through Pianello, I can see that as one generation completes university and

  enters the workforce, their careers force frequent absence from Montalcino. Today’s youngsters, Samuele, Filippo, Francesco and Samanta are unconsciously stepping into the shoes of the

  presently voluble generation above, forming a strong nucleus around whom their own generation of the quartiere will group. Nurturing the young within the protection of the quartiere provides

  training, which reaches them through the generation above their own. Samuele, Filippo, Francesco and Samanta will soon be called upon to play a prominent role in our quartiere. Last night they

  stayed silent during the angry exchange, but they are learning, and so am I. Maybe this year, along with them, I will experience my first victory in Pianello. Maybe we will ring the victory bells

  together.




  The dank track crosses a valley where I hear a torrent from a hidden spring drop into a gully and rush down the side of the mountain. The lively torrent stays with me until I reach the communal

  washing fountains marking the boundary between Travaglio and Pianello, close to home. Along the cobbled road in the heart of Pianello the delicious aroma of simmering wild boar sauce, then the

  scented tangle of chopped basil and parsley, waft into my nostrils, rousing my hunger. From a shuttered window a head pops out and glances along the road just as a blue uniform rounds the corner

  ahead of me. ‘Buongiorno e buon appetito, Marco,’ is all I can think of to say, disguising the angst in my voice, and trying not to smile too widely. ‘Altrettanto, Signora, the

  same to you,’ the yawning driver responds. The bus did not go all the way to Florence.
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  CHAPTER THREE
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  Like Salt in Water




  ‘My life has been one long struggle to preserve something. Almost everything has been stolen, indiscriminately frittered away, or squandered. The world is full of

  thieves, and I am unfortunate enough to have most of them living close to me. It seems as if it is my destiny that there should be nothing left when I die; I am eighty-six years old, so it will not

  be long. An enormous patrimony which began with my family a thousand years ago has all but vanished, and fate has chosen me to be the one to witness the closing of the drama. The last stroke of

  misfortune in a long and luckless life . . . and then it will dissolve into nothing, like salt in water.’




  Tension fuses our two minds. He, face charged with memories, struggles with the bitter irony of his misfortune, and I hastily reflect on the questions I had planned to ask when

  I arranged an appointment to meet the Ingegnere, the Engineer. I didn’t know how to respond, fearful of clumsy words in the protracted silence, so I left him to begin again. ‘It is

  difficult to know where to start . . . there are many fascinating things . . . it will take hours and you may need to come back another time; even that may not be long enough.’ I nod as he

  cautions me about hours of commitment that could be expended in plotting this protracted conspiracy. I sense that his family leave him alone with his memories in this biblioteca and the dusty

  archives. Probably they are weary of listening to the anguish in his voice, the pained hurt, harping at them time after time. A flicker lights his eyes when he catches my smile and I murmur that I

  will dedicate as much time as we require, assuring him that I can return tomorrow, if he is feeling up to it. I am persuaded we stand on mutual territory; he is hungering to tell me, and the

  sparkle in his eyes convinces me he believes he has found someone who genuinely wants to listen. Grasping his next gambit accentuates my apprehension that my questions are not the appropriate ones

  for this encounter. ‘At the end, when I tell you about my father,’ he warns, ‘you will understand why I believe a monument should be raised to him in Montalcino. My father

  possessed immense wealth and he consumed it trying to create great things for these people. His one great wrong was that he was in love with Montalcino; he wanted only to be loved in return. But he

  was not; they wanted to kill him.’




  This dramatic declaration, tinged with bitterness, is not what I expected to hear, nor even the subject I anticipated when I arrived this morning to meet Ingegnere Padelletti. An

  appoint­ment which, fortuitously, transpired through his grandson who I discovered is a fellow member of Pianello, and because Brunello di Montalcino inadvertently rescued me from peeling a

  thousand garlic cloves. Barely able to conceal my ill grace I telephoned Luciana the morning after our Pianello planning dinner. Begging her forgiveness, lamenting quartiere mis­fortune and

  feigning sufferance all in one wicked breath, I declared that, unexpectedly, I was holding in my hand an invitation that had arrived that very morning from our friend Primo Pacenti who grows

  Brunello down in the valley. I intoned regretful resignation to be Primo’s guest, among three hundred others invited by Montalcino’s winegrowers, to a lunch staged by the Consorzio del

  Vino Brunello di Montalcino. It would hardly do to be in the kitchen peeling my own garlic cloves, would it?




  Before subterranean rootlets stirring underground convey their message to the earth’s surface, and while passive grey trunks stand inert, waiting for spring to advance, the Consorzio del

  Vino Brunello, which is the official body to which the majority of Montalcino’s renowned winegrowers belong, stages a three-day spectacular inviting national and international judges,

  sommeliers, writers and an assortment of dignitaries and gurus in the world of wine to Montalcino. The double climax of the weekend, aside from hundreds of tastings throughout the three days, and

  aside from the lunch for guests of growers and other VIPs, to which I am invited, cooked and served by the four quartieri, is, first, to assess the quality of the harvest brought in last autumn.

  Reposing, calm at last, the fermented juice in huge oak vats is stable enough for winemakers to study its evolution into wine and to forecast with a high degree of accuracy the transpiring

  organoleptic progress. In four years’ time the maturing wine in the vats will be released and shipped, but, as a consequence of the weekend spectacular in Montalcino, the world receives

  advance warning of the characteristics and star rating of the ageing wine. The second motive, after which the event, Benvenuto Brunello, Welcome Brunello, is named and justifying all this

  theatrical extravagance, is the ceremonial surrender of the Brunello to an eager market, awaited by those who may have purchased the wine years in advance – before it was ready to drink.




  With not a sliver of garlic under my fingernails I sat down to an Ilcinese lunch prepared by the four quartieri accompanied by superb Brunello, my first emotional sip almost five years after the

  grapes were harvested to make this wine. I was among familiar faces, but, as we devoured plate after plate of garlicky crostini and mounds of tagliatelle with tomato and masses of whole garlic

  cloves, I became increasingly conscious of less familiar faces. My thoughts turned from wine to growers and my oft sensed foreboding that something is not right. Glancing around, it was not

  difficult to isolate contadini growers like Primo Pacenti, because many are our friends, and cittadini growers, too, like Enzo, who farm smallholdings. I recognize them because they live in the

  village, rather than out on the farms. Invading Italian investors from far-away cities were conspicuous; Milanese, Torinese and Romans who descended, or rather ascended, flapping millions, hoping

  they were not too late to benefit from the prestige of growing Brunello. There were a handful of wealthy Germans, Swiss and Americans, as well. But there were other growers that I did not

  recognize, lordly persons who posed rather than sat, and with excessively puffed out chests strutted to the President’s table to secure personal introductions for their guests. I should not

  jump to conclusions, but could these be the growers about whom I have sensed something is not quite right? A confusing tangle of ambiguous and at times vaguely unpleasant taunts bothers me.




  The concept of a noble class, or, conversely, a peasant class such as the contadini of Montalcino, is troublesome. Migrant children taken to the other side of the world never learned about their

  birth land because parents sought to obliterate from our lives the trauma of exhausted nations facing postwar hardship. Children from all corners of the war-torn world were in my school in

  Australia, among them German, Irish, Greek, Italian, Yugoslav and Polish, as well as children from other British families. We were equals, possessing no more than each other, hence less aware of

  class structure. A sense of social inferiority, or superiority, does not spontaneously register and it does not occur to me that someone belongs to a class above my own. Making Montalcino my home I

  need to come to grips with a centuries-old social structure so that I can understand the legacy of class rankings that prevails in the village. But parallel with these social deliberations a

  troublesome riddle has arisen, shrouded in mystery and unspeakably taboo. Grasping at unverifiable allegations, my curiosity has been roused to an obsession. Sitting alongside my friends at the

  Benvenuto Brunello lunch, observing superficial interaction flowing between those whom I do not know brought back to mind the reasons why I am bent on unravelling the social structure. But first I

  need to figure out if these unknown growers are descendants of a noble class of Montalcino.




  Eavesdropping, not deliberately, but unavoidably, on private conversation around the bars, I sense jealousy and the sour aroma of poor-cousin relationships, family names that no one will audibly

  denounce. Perhaps this rumbling undercurrent has been worsening in recent years. Reports couched in doublespeak seem loaded with barbs which, by omission rather than inclusion, denote disharmony.

  Because social position and class structure are alien concepts to me, and because shadowy secrets hover in the background between some growers, I cannot resist investigating the root of the angst.

  I learned much about the contadini on the farms, and am studying the cittadini, seeking to work out the class structure of those who live in the village. But what of the elite class?




  Snooping along this trail at the Benvenuto Brunello lunch I probed for clues about a family I had been informed is one of the most ancient in Montalcino. As he poured ruby Brunello into my glass

  I chatted with a smartly dinner-suited youth, Silvano Padelletti, who I was taken aback to learn belongs to Pianello. He lives in Siena to attend college and if he had not been wearing a name tag I

  should not have established his family identity. His grandfather, Signor Padelletti, produces Brunello, is a member of the Consorzio, and, from time to time – though less in recent months

  – I have identified him as an elderly gent with a wooden cane, addressed as the Ingegnere, a mark of respect, at the post office or the bank. The Padelletti family might be part of the

  nobility or, alternatively, Ingegnere Padelletti could be just the person to explain to me if there is an elite, a noble class of Montalcino. Silvano offered to arrange my appointment.




  Watching attentively as Ingegnere Padelletti drags his memories to the surface, forcing his mind back through the centuries to recount the story of his family, warning me that

  he may need more time, I am less persuaded that, after all, I am on the right trail. Nevertheless, I am athirst to begin. The Ingegnere, I suspect, has a story to tell me of which I know nothing.

  Lifting my scribbles from the table, I fold the pages and slide interlocutory notes into my bag. This is an occasion when I am not the talker; I am here to listen.




  ‘Signora,’ he began, softly, staring deep into my eyes, imploring patience, ‘I may wander about a bit, there are so many issues to become sidetracked with. I have spent years

  finding out about my family and many things I know because my great-grandfather, Pierfrancesco Padelletti, was a friend of the Grand Duke of Tuscany, so it has all come down to me through my

  grandfather and father.’ A weary sigh and a long pause, then, having released his memories, the words spilled out. ‘This is a tale of legends and truths, a story of death by poisoning,

  of Napoleonic generals and Huguenots, of Engels and Marx, of royal castles, petroleum corporations and communists, of emperors and heretics, of Wittenberg Cathedral and flight into exile, of the

  genius of my family, and a man who was a saint, but also an economic criminal. I believe I can claim that the whole intricate plot is gathered here, in my biblioteca, in this medieval palazzo in

  Montalcino. This is the past, and it is my heritage. The only hope I have for the future is with my grandson, and I will work till I die in the hope that there will be something to leave Silvano,

  even if it is only my home and the vineyard on the hills outside that window. But in Montalcino there is a saddening tendency to destroy everything, a suicidal undercurrent, as if they need to go

  on and on sacrificing, defying, killing history. I believe this inclination began in 1559 when the Montalcinesi suffered that great trauma; after four years of fighting someone else’s war,

  the suffering populace was forced to surrender to the Spanish . . . that is when they were fallen upon by unscrupulous carpetbaggers.’
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