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  About the Author




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

  travel business. This is her first book.
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        Hidden among the perfumed branches, crowned with chestnut trees and vines




        Montalcino, beautiful village, reigns on fertile Sienese land




        Many pages of history, narrated by each stone




        Each page a page of glory, a legend that must be told.




         




        Up here, always higher towards the sun




        Montalcino’s banner rises




        First to be kissed by Madonna Spring.




         




        Sig. Nando Ciacci, 1950




        Trans. Isabella Dusi
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  Arrivederci Iron Lady . . . Ciao, Signora Isabella!




  A number of years ago we discovered Montalcino; a couple of strangers, Australians, Lou and I were seeking a new home. Both of us spring from migrant families. My parents, with

  £80 to their name, sailed from war-weary Scotland in 1948 taking us three children across the world to an unknown life in a promising country; and Lou, as a child of

  six, was taken to Australia by his parents from a troubled Italy torn apart with political strife and foreign invaders. We were all post-war immigrants on our way to the land of opportunity across

  the sea. The early decades of our young lives in different States of Australia unfolded along entirely different paths but, perhaps from the courage of our parents, sprang a spirit of adventure

  – and curiosity – about the world beyond Australia.




  So, how did this happen? Why am I living in Italy? It sounds simple enough: impulsively selling everything I possessed, I moved to Italy in 1994 with an Italian-born Australian who had just

  become my new husband. Life, however, is rarely simple. Nor was the tangled road which brought me to Montalcino.




  Before my twentieth birthday, soon after I had married my sweetheart, we sailed away from Australia – two precocious Aussies en route to discover the world. Armed with enthusiasm and false

  invincibility, we managed to get shot at in Spain; to be led – thankfully alive – out of the medina in Marrakesh (where I saw things I cannot yet credit to be true), then blithely

  travelled through the Atlas Mountains alongside a tribe of dark-bearded herdsmen; spent many nights in a straw and mud hut, sleeping with the goats, in the remote mountains of what was then

  Yugoslavia . . . finally, in a midnight dash, we were chased out of Italy by the police!




  With the confidence of the young, I naively assumed my life would continue along this same exciting path but, within a few short years my handsome young husband was gone. Barely had we reached

  the safety of our homeland when a tragic road accident left Rebecca, our six-month-old baby, fatherless, and me with a child to raise and a new life to find. These circumstances influenced the

  future and, driven by the scary realities of life, I adopted a steely exterior to insulate my inner self from hurt. Possessing little but an unyielding desire to educate

  Rebecca, I faced an uncertain future. I built a career in interior design, accepting seemingly glamorous commissions which took me up and down the east coast of Australia, so that I was forever on

  the move. My traumatic circumstances had brought me an insatiable need to search for answers about people and the way they lived their lives in the extravagant dream homes I was creating for them,

  because I continually wondered why their lives seemed so different, so orderly compared to the turmoil of my own disrupted life. With my vulnerability well camouflaged, I drove myself to

  Super-businesswoman status by pushing impossible deals, pounding boardroom tables and slamming down phones.




  By the time Rebecca gained acceptance into University, I had met Lou who, operating an upholstery workshop, saved me from the wrath of a disbelieving client by delivering eighteen

  calico-upholstered dining chairs to an Embassy reception ten minutes before the first distinguished Ambassador walked through the doors! Tamil Tigers had hijacked the intended silk. Perhaps I

  should have resorted to the last line of a designer’s defence and said the ship had sunk in the Indian Ocean.




  By way of reward for Rebecca’s diligence at school, and daring, for once, to look beyond that day, I agreed that the three of us should have a holiday in Italy. My daughter, beautiful,

  dark-haired and tall at eighteen years old, towered above me. Dragging both her and Lou up the highest mountains to gaze across serene valleys, I then insisted we scramble down a rocky goat track

  to find an isolated shrine firmly pictured in my mind and never forgotten; a sweet Madonna of benign simplicity smiling into eternal silence. Precious memories rose close to the surface and,

  blinking away tears, I was astonished at the innocence of my youth.




  It was Lou’s first re-encounter with Italy, the country of his birth. He was in his own world of discovery, finding himself surrounded by a people and a culture

  astonishingly familiar to his life in an Italian/Australian family. For the first time he understood his immigrant parents who, during half a lifetime in Australia, had barely spoken English. Now

  he was able to see the raw life his father had faced. His first job in Australia had been in the woolsheds, awaiting the arrival of the road trains from the outback sheep stations after the

  shearing. His daily labour was to scour the fleeces on wooden tables to remove lanolin from them before they went off to the wool stapler to be graded.




  As we explored Italy, Lou recounted stories of helping his father slaughter a pig in the Adelaide hills. Working together, they would scrub and scrub at the tough skin with stiff brushes to

  remove the pig’s bristles, and afterwards his father would string squat salami and fat sausages from the ceiling of the cellar which he had dug out in front of their suburban home where the

  lawn should have been – and then, keeping face with neighbours who nurtured springy grass and pretty flowers, he concreted the whole surface and painted it green!




  Lou also talked of his mother who, steeped in the ways of the old country, kept her seemingly compliant yet controlling role in the family home, making her own pasta by hand every day, and the

  bread, too. She would often thread a circlet of garlic cloves around Lou’s neck to ward off nightmares. Coupled with the pungent salami rolls she prepared for his lunch, it warded off more

  than his nightmares; every other child in school refused to come anywhere near him! Sometimes she would pay an Italian sorceress to incant a magic spell to remove a curse she felt was upon her, or

  a malocchio, evil eye, on one of the family. Lou remembered stomping buckets of grapes in the cellar, his father’s fermenting red wine and reluctantly sucking on

  the crude garden hose as the bottles quickly filled, to be stacked in pyramids around the floor. He often awoke at night to the crash of exploding bottles smashing into the cellar walls.




  As he absorbed the culture of Italy, looking into the lives of these people so tied to the land, he saw his mother and father, now both dead, through enlightened eyes. They had considered

  themselves an Australian family, and indeed they were, yet they had lived in two worlds. Embracing their young country but not able to let go of the old culture, they had blended both worlds. The

  holiday over, it was time to leave, but already Lou wanted to come back, and I understood his inner yearning to find again something which was lost to him.




  Back in Australia, it wasn’t long before Rebecca moved towards complete independence with her chosen man, announcing she was going west to live in Mount Newman, more than

  5,000 kilometres across the barren continent. In my heart, although I could not say the words, I knew she wanted a traditional marriage and to surround herself with a family. Something I had been

  unable to give her. True to form, I was again tearing up and down the coast directing projects, even ascending five storeys of a construction site in a hard hat and high heels to unleash a volley

  of condemnation upon a builder who, when he heard I was climbing the scaffolding, was unwilling to face this Iron Lady one more time. Jumping instead into the yellow cement bucket, the crane

  lowered him to the ground just as I reached the offending office!




  On the outside I was tough, but inside I was hurting. Lou had changed direction and was now working long hours in property development but, more than ever anxious to rekindle the culture of the

  Italian way of life and exhausted with the tedium of sales and marketing, one day, amidst this never-ending turmoil, he rashly speculated: ‘Would you like to come with

  me and live in Italy?’




  Meditation and acceptance of this daring proposal occupied roughly three consecutive seconds. My hasty acceptance astonished even me. Shouldn’t I be gearing up for the second half of my

  life? Feigning outrageous flippancy, I was resolute when Rebecca, already 5,000 kilometres distant and probably closer to Africa than the east coast of Australia, suddenly indignant that I would be

  so far away, told me she was carrying her first child. An iron bolt snapped shut, fortifying my mind against thoughts of encroaching middle age. Incredulous friends were quick to tell me I would

  get over this impulsive madness. ‘But what will you do over there? You don’t even speak the language. Get real, it’s not the real world,’ they counselled.




  Ignoring them all, I began to sell the designer furniture. The possessions of the last twenty years were strewn across the carpet in the apartment Lou and I shared, prodded, picked over and paid

  for by whoever wandered through the door. I sold the refrigerator, the microwave, blankets and pillows, the computer, every kitchen cup, bowl and plate, dinner sets and glasses, the music tapes,

  even the pictures from the walls, all my excess clothing and my extensive library of interior design catalogues and books – leaving nothing to come back to. I launched into this daring

  campaign because the real world for me was a wilderness of upheaval and searching, where nothing ever stayed the same, where I moved every two years to another location . . . always ruthlessly

  cutting ties and running from uncertainty. Disillusioned with my work, I had lived nomadically for more than two turbulent decades. I didn’t belong anywhere in particular and, ironically, I

  possessed no real sense of home. Perhaps this was another opportunity to run away from the harsh realities of life; or could I find my true home in Italy?




  Lou and I dragooned a couple of shocked friends for a fleeting appointment at the office of the Registrar of Marriages – disbelieving witnesses – and then we were gone. We landed in

  Italy with a bundle of cash and two suitcases. Mr and Mrs Work-a-day Australia, we were not in the financial league to be able to flit back to Australia even if I had left some thread of an

  existence to return to. We had no idea what we would do, how we could earn a living nor where we might ultimately settle, but first we needed transport. Of course, we didn’t intend to

  purchase an extravagant vehicle when we waltzed into the car showroom of a cousin of someone Lou met in a bar. We were looking for a dependable Fiat; something we could park anywhere and that

  wouldn’t stand out in the crowd, something we didn’t have to worry about because it would soon join the majority of Italian Fiats displaying scrapes and bumps inevitably suffered when

  manoeuvring through medieval passageways, or reversing out of narrow alleys. There were plenty of Fiats, exactly what we had in mind and within the price we wanted to pay – nondescript,

  bland, knocked-about-a-little Fiats. There was also a Maserati. Lou’s Italian blood began revving in time to the throaty gurgle of the bi-turbo engine. I continued checking out the Fiats, but

  he had lost interest in Fiats.




  ‘Wouldn’t you rather drive around Italy in this beautiful bi-turbo two-door Maserati with soft leather interior and original walnut dash?’ he appealed to me. I was unmoved,

  although the Maserati was the same price as the Fiat – plus another few hundred thousand lire for transfer fees. Lou, digging in, was not going to agree to buy a Fiat.




  ‘But if it’s so great,’ I reasoned, ‘why is it the same price?’ The dealer logically explained that nobody except enthusiasts and collectors in Italy wanted to own

  a Maserati because they use more petrol, spare parts are expensive, they are difficult to park and cost more to register. ‘Lou! That’s exactly why we don’t

  want one either,’ I said. It was his turn to be unmoved – becoming an enthusiast and collector on the spot.




  We drove away to discover Italy in a burnished gold, two-door, leather upholstery, walnut dash, bi-turbo, very fast Maserati. Excited but confused, not able to remember the last time I had

  allowed a man to override a perfectly sensible decision, I felt twenty years old all over again.




  Weaving our impractical way around seventy-three inaccessible mountain villages over the next eighteen months, we listened, watched, learned, researched, absorbed and lived Italy –

  sometimes staying only a day or two in one place, sometimes a week, even a whole month. Not really certain what we were searching for, it was proving exceedingly difficult to recognise, but as

  vague thoughts about how we might earn a living here began to germinate, our excitement and determination soared. We ignored the hollow rattle as the bag of cash dwindled to a dangerous level.




  ‘Lou, do you remember that tranquil valley I took you and Rebecca to see? Let’s try there.’ We were way up north at the time but, following some instinctive urge, we bundled

  everything into the Maserati and drove five hours to southern Tuscany. Turning from the superstrada, we began to climb, winding through the hills with vineyards to the left and right, past stone

  farmhouses, olive groves, occasional chestnut trees and sentinel cypress pines. We were strangely quiet as we threaded the Maserati round the last few bends and, at the top of the hill, as we

  reached the gates of Montalcino, I turned to gaze across the peaceful valley that had lured me back yet again.




  Intrigued with what we found that very first day, we decided it could be interesting to live inside the walls of this medieval village. It was a decision which, contrary

  to what you might think, did not complicate our lives, but instead opened our eyes to how complicated life had been – and rendered us totally receptive to how beautifully simple life, over

  the next few years, was to become.




  For more than four years the Montalcinesi, whilst polite, obviously held the opinion that this was not to last. Soon, they reasoned, these strangers will go back outside to wherever they came

  from. But we had fallen under the spell of Tuscan Montalcino and we were patient. There was so much to learn about the ways of the village long before we began to make, at first, almost

  imperceptible progress, receiving perhaps a subtle nod in acknowledgement of our puzzling continued presence, half a smile as we encountered familiar faces in the piazza every morning, an

  invitation to share elbow space at the bar counter with a caffè.




  Now, after more than five years, Isobel and Lou have become Isabella and Luigi and we have begun to find acceptance within the walls, but we readily admit we have not yet come to fully

  understand the mysterious ways of Montalcino, nor the complexities of the Montalcinesi who dwell on this hill.




  Here, then, I recount the story of our fifth year in Montalcino. Starting with autumn, I shall take you through all four seasons on a journey of joy, hope, sadness, laughter, suspense and

  surprise . . . as life in Tuscan Montalcino unfolded before the eyes of two anonymous strangers from outside the walls.










  
AUTUMN
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  CHAPTER ONE
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  Under the Holm Oaks




  The stone walls encircling Montalcino, first completed in the year 1110, form a defensive band around the village like a stone circle pushed down over the crown of the

  irregular-shaped hill. It comes to a halt only when it can be pushed no further because the steep slopes begin to creep outwards to the valleys. To learn the significance of the walls I needed to

  follow them on foot, inside and outside, over many weeks, each time discovering something new; moving closer to understanding the way of life as it must have unfolded in this

  village through the centuries.




  Montalcino straddles a hill some 564 metres above sea level, and the view from the walls, magnificent towards all points of the compass, offers differing glimpses of life over more than two

  thousand years. Standing looking to the east, my eyes run along the floor of the Orcia Valley, easily picking out the winding road, the Via Cassia, just a handful of kilometres away. Along this

  strategic road, first laid out by the Romans, I picture in my mind the kings, mercenaries, prophets, emperors, traders, pilgrims and brigands who have all trod or been carried between these famous

  undulating hills. In the Middle Ages the road was known as the Francigena, signifying the way from Rome to France. Taverns and travellers’ inns lined the route, to house pilgrims on their way

  to kneel in penitent prayer in the holy city as well as merchant traders with mules and horses laden with silks, painted icons or spices, bound for Florence or even attempting to reach France with

  their goods intact. However, the route was thick with thieves who were quick to lighten the purses of the traders or the pockets of the pilgrims; many travellers, it is well documented, never

  reached their destinations. From the humble to the mighty, the powerful and the pious, many took their last breath along the Via Cassia.




  If you were a traveller today, arriving from Siena or Rome, it is likely your first glimpse of Montalcino would be the same as mine was five years ago – upwards from the Via Cassia. Like

  me, you would find it difficult to pick out the precise horizontal stonework of the wall encircling the village because it now blends with the haphazard collection of stone buildings tumbling down

  the hillside. But the wall is there, well camouflaged by overgrown bushes and enormous clumps of ivy which spread invading tentacles between stone blocks. Nor was I able to see

  the narrow pathway trodden into the earth which weaves its way around the outside of the wall. Once the contadini, peasant farmers from the Orcia Valley, used this pathway to bring beans,

  corn and a few potatoes up the steep incline to trade in Montalcino on market day. If your eyes were sharper than mine, and you knew exactly where to look, you would be able to pick out the

  rambling wall where it joins the arched gateway, Porta Gattoli, now sitting alone in the valley through which the contadini could pass into the safety of the fortified village.




  It is evident centuries of neglect have left the wall far from straight, caused not only by the severity of the climate, but also the unchecked growth of trees that have pushed their roots into

  crevices, forcing the stones outwards. Rampant ivy hangs heavily overhead, so that in some places it appears the highest two metres of wall lean dangerously towards the path, bulging forward, about

  to come crashing down. One day it will topple, but not yet and probably not for a hundred years.




  Walking along this path, all I can see, besides the wall, is bushes, trees and sky; I hear nothing but the chirping of birds as they dart between the thickets. I cannot see the bell-tower or any

  visible sign of Montalcino, and unless the village bell is ringing out the hour I am enclosed in a silent world. I now know the archers of Travaglio use this path; passing through Porta Gattoli

  they turn towards the valley to reach a small clearing that is their roughly terraced practice range. They are not clothed in medieval costume, only worn during Montalcino’s tournaments and

  pageants, but they will be shouldering curved bows and from their belts will hang leather quivers protecting the delicate arrows. Today’s archers do not face the dangers their ancestors did

  when they crept outside the walls to hunt wild hare or pheasant to feed a hungry family, and they probably give little thought to invaders who trod the same path seeking to

  find a way through the walls.




  Sometimes, when walking along this silent path I meet a small, slightly stooped, thin-faced elderly man coming towards me with, more often than not, a cigarette hanging from his lips. That was

  how, after a few encounters, I came to know Vasco from Travaglio, although it was some time before we exchanged more than a courteous buongiorno. He uses Porta Gattoli to reach his farm, but lives

  with his family inside the wall in his quartiere, which is called Travaglio. Every day Vasco makes his way down the slope to the farm, where he checks his rows of vines, watches for any sign of

  mould on his olive trees, freshens the soil around the vegetables, sees to the feeding of the animals and then, carrying perhaps a handful of zucchini, or sprigs of green parsley tied with a length

  of straw wound round and round the skinny stems, he returns more slowly up the hill.




  Occasionally I meet him on his return and I can see he brings only what his signora needs today, because tomorrow he will go outside again. Vasco, I have learned, is not a landworker, a

  contadino, he is a village-dweller, a cittadino, but I think he mimics the traditions of peasant farmers who, even a couple of hundred years before the first stone walls went up, more likely as far

  back as the 700s, brought produce into Montalcino using this now isolated, silent pathway.




  If you were to arrive at Montalcino from the coast, through the Ombrone Valley named after the river which runs between the hills, you would find yourself winding through an entirely different

  terrain: the dense thickets and low bushes of the hunting woods to the west. This approach may be interrupted by the crack-crack-crack of rifle fire. Sunday is a popular hunting day when

  gunfire echoes over the village; often, standing along the wall, I hear the Sabbath fusillade in the Ombrone Valley coinciding with the joyful ringing of the church bells to

  bring the faithful to Mass. To me the gunfire seems very odd, irreverent, almost as if it will surely offend God, but to the Montalcinesi there is nothing at all incongruous about this.




  Looking upwards at Montalcino from the west, I see the encircling wall rising straight and high, a solid band stretching for half a kilometre, broken by two towers which I imagine protected

  archers and, later, soldiers on guard. Towards the right, immediately past the guard towers, the wall begins to soar as the land is terraced up the hill. In the 1800s a section of the wall was

  broken and a road cut through, wide enough to allow horses and carts, and now cars, into the village. But the stone wall soon rears up again and the terraces carry the wall even higher until it

  reaches the arched gateway, Porta Cassero, and butts against the bastions of the fortress. The fortress is a massive pentagonal stronghold sitting on the highest point in the quartiere called

  Borghetto. From the bastions the surrounding valleys, hamlets and trade routes can be easily watched for more than forty kilometres – which is why the Sienese chose to strengthen a smaller

  defence post which had been on this spot since 1110, when the first walls went up.




  Passing through the fortress gates today, you still walk below the original black and white shield of the Republic of Siena, put there in 1361, which is the same year a retinue of thirty-two of

  Montalcino’s most accurate archers moved into the new fortress.




  Turning in the other direction, to the left, the wall curves around the hill until it reaches the rear of the church called Madonna del Soccorso. Behind the church there was once another gate

  into the village, Porta Corniolo, which in later centuries was built into and became part of the church’s supporting wall. You cannot pass through the gate now, although its outline is easily

  traced. From the valley the apse and bell-tower of the Cathedral of San Salvatore is clearly visible and a few medieval houses cling to each other high on the ridge. All of

  these buildings have their backs to the west, as if to take the first blows from the freezing wind which sometimes rises from the mountains, or the sultry sirocco which blows sand across the sea

  from Northern Africa.




  For a while I was puzzled about why no buildings, even today, face this enchanting range of hills. The reason is steeped in ancient tradition. The first Montalcinesi thought the hot oppressive

  wind could carry deadly malaria – which ravaged the Tuscan coast for centuries – from the coast up to their homes. They sensibly turned their backs to it and faced the village towards

  the more temperate, and healthier, eastern valley.




  Standing beside the wall behind Madonna del Soccorso, glancing curiously at the outline of the blocked-in gateway, it is impossible not to turn and to look towards the valley. On the first slope

  the perceptible changes to the few cherry, plum, fig and almond trees scattered among the farms hint at the turning season. Often when I am standing here, an elderly man and his wife are hoeing

  between rows of artichokes and onions; they told me the hillside was once covered in orchards that were destroyed by the Sienese after the Battle of Montaperti more than 740 years ago. This battle

  had a dramatic impact on Montalcino because the orchards were not all the Sienese destroyed in anger. I decided to find out more about this great battle between Florence and Siena, because I sensed

  it to be a passionate reminder to the Montalcinesi of their unique history.




  It was the late 1200s, but even during the previous hundred years the Montalcinesi, through every decade, had struggled for their freedom against both Siena and Florence. Their strategic

  position overlooking the valuable north–south trade route meant that neither power would leave them in peace. One power would invade the territory, claiming it for themselves, but then the

  other would arrive with an army and at the end of the fighting take it back, forcing the citizens of Montalcino to alternate their allegiance to survive. There were daring

  moments of rebellion by the Montalcinesi during those centuries and their defiance meant the Sienese were forced repeatedly to quell the rebellious Ilcinesi, who would not leave the hill.




  In 1260 Siena laid siege to Montalcino, which endangered valuable Florentine merchandise being transported up and down the Via Cassia. Provoked, the Florentines raised a fearsome army of 30,000

  soldiers, who began to march towards Montalcino because Sienese soldiers were using the mountain settlement as their lookout along the Via Cassia. The battle was eventually fought away from

  Montalcino, to the north along the Arbia Valley at a place between the hills called Montaperti. Chronicles are sketchy about exactly what Siena expected of Montalcino, but aware that the outcome of

  this battle was not going to be to their advantage, nor would it restore their freedom, no matter who won, the Montalcinesi decided (prudently, I think) to sit tight and see what happened. Besides,

  they were very doubtful the Sienese could raise an army to match the Florentines’.




  History recounts that the battle was savage, bloody and swift; unexpectedly, the cunning Sienese outwitted the might of Florence – something the Florentines are still smouldering about to

  this day – and at the end of three days, when the battlefield was strewn with bodies and the exhausted Sienese could barely go on fighting, the panicking Florentine soldiers threw down their

  arms and surrendered. From what I can gather (because the chronicles become sketchy once more and perhaps the legend has strengthened over the centuries), it seems that it was just about then that

  the Montalcinesi reached the battleground. To the battle-weary Sienese, the becca morti – those that came to pick over the bones of the dead – had arrived.




  Exultant at victory, the Sienese were mercilessly vengeful towards the recalcitrant Montalcinesi and immediately ordered the destruction of their glorious fruit orchards.

  But that was only the beginning. Their army marched into the village and practically ripped it apart stone by stone. They were so angry that they crashed through stone walls, tore down medieval

  houses, broke apart the workshops of the artisans and destroyed anything and everything of substance or value. They were determined, once and for all, to subdue these defiant, uncontrollable

  mountain people, calling them perfidi, treacherous rabble. They sought to raze the village from the hill.




  Some time later, the label ‘becca morte’ became a sort of badge of honour, proof of authenticity and a claim to be a true Montalcinese. ‘Si, si,’ citizens will still

  declare today. ‘I am becca morte, my family was here before 1260. We earned the label which we have carried for more than seven hundred years.’ And it was not long before the village

  pasticceria, pastryshop, was baking delicious meringue biscuits called ossi di morto, bones of the dead, to commemorate their defiance.




  Walking along the outside of the wall to the left of Madonna del Soccorso, I am faced with the undeniable remnants of Sienese violence; protruding from the base of the wall, later rebuilt, are

  massive blocks of stone, boulders of granite, irregular and mismatched, which are the lower stone blocks the Sienese could not tear down. On many a sunny afternoon men and women from the

  village wander down to sit along the jutting stones as if signifying to the Sienese, in lingering defiance, that they will never abandon their hill. Even the destruction and violence of the angry

  Sienese could not make the Montalcinesi leave. ‘Come from this direction if you dare,’ I imagine the stubborn Montalcinesi declaring, ‘you Saracens, barbarians, Longobards,

  Franks, mercenaries, Florentines and Spanish, but you will not breach the walls here.’




  Whenever I walk along here I cannot resist peeping through the split in an old wooden door which opens into a room in the wall. Small windowless rooms like this one were

  inhabited for hundreds of years by the ropemakers of Montalcino. Their names are borne by some of Montalcino’s most ancient families who are still here: Zandoli, Casali, and Bovini. I

  tenderly run my finger through the shallow crosses scratched into the stone blocks beside the door. It was a way of counting the amount of work carried out by the ropemakers, whose artisan skills

  were well known.




  Turning to the north, I am suddenly facing the most stupendous valley in Tuscany; if the day is very clear, I can see the high tower in Siena forty kilometres away. This breathtaking landscape

  is a vision etched into the minds of lovers of Tuscany the world over, no matter if they were here in autumn when softly rolling hills were broken by golden vineyards and stone farmhouses

  surrounded by silvery olive groves; or if they saw rows of golden sunflower heads lined up by the thousand and the still-green foliage hiding clusters of purple grapes ready for harvest. But it was

  not anything like either of those visions when the walls were built, because around 1110 the hills were densely forested with thick oak woods and chestnut groves, the River Arbia was wide and fast,

  and agriculture, which was to change the hills for ever, had only just begun.




  In 1553 the last great siege in the history of Montalcino took place; Spanish invaders tied lanterns between the horns of goats to guide their men through the steep oak woods to reach the walls,

  hoping the goats would leap from ridge to ridge and lead them up the incline. But even nimble goats could not leap that high, and besides, archers were lined along the walls and the Captain of the

  People, Andrea Spagni, with his warrior, Panfilo dell Oca, were ready with their swords.




  Only one gate, Porta Burelli, opens through the northern wall; it was a double gate forming a tunnel and I can still see the low doorway halfway through, leading directly

  into what was once the guardroom. I sometimes catch a glimpse of an elderly signora peeping through the white lace curtains from inside the narrow window above the arch. In my mind she has taken

  the place of the sentry; the softest movement of the lace as I pass is my only fleeting glimpse into her snug world above the walls.




  Often, though, I watch a white Fiat come bouncing up the hill between the vineyards along the dirt track towards Porta Burelli, traversing the ridges, disappearing round a hairpin bend, then

  reappearing as it climbs ever upward with a trail of white dust settling in its wake. If the driver is perched on the edge of his seat, his chin jutting upward to enable him to see over the

  steering wheel, and if I am quick enough to peer inside and see his cheerful face before he races past me with the engine whining through the gears, then I offer a smile and wave to Signor Primo

  Pacenti, who grows a superb Brunello down in the valley. He told me there were vineyards outside this northern gateway many hundreds of years ago, but it was not today’s famous Brunello di

  Montalcino, more likely the well-documented Moscadello.




  With Primo inside, it is now safe for me to venture on, under the arch of Porta Burelli and down the dusty road outside the wall. Looking to the left, the terrain rises almost vertically; at

  this time of year, the hillside is covered in a mass of foliage from the chestnut trees. The branches are thick with furry balls of chestnut casings which, as the weeks pass, will split open and

  spill their glossy contents. But having ventured this far, a couple of hundred paces down the white-ribbon road bring me to one of the most enchanting places I have found in Montalcino. I walk down

  here often, even though I know the walk back up is steep and I need to stay alert, because Primo never stays inside the walls too long and the white Fiat could come hurtling through the gate at any

  moment. But in this direction, because he is coming down the steep hill, Primo sits well above the steering wheel and usually sees me first, waving and tooting the horn as he

  hurtles downward to his vineyard.




  The abandoned Church of Santa Maria delle Grazie, topped with a delicate bell-tower, sitting alone, hanging over the edge of the cliff outside the walls, is my reward. I cannot get anywhere near

  the doors because a jungle of rampant blackberry and wretched ivy, long since completely beyond control, blocks my way. From the road I peep through a half-circle window and stare at the crumbling

  altar, tumbled columns, upturned pews and traces of faded, cracked frescoes on the walls. Fifteen years ago, the grassy square beside the church was a popular weekend gathering point where people

  would come and listen to the village band; sadly, within a few short years, the roof began to collapse, there was apparently no money for repairs and quite probably the interior was stripped of any

  decoration. So today Santa Maria delle Grazie is a lonely place, but one full of enchantment for those inclined to see beyond the desolation in a silent grove beneath the chestnuts. I have heard a

  rumour more than once that the Comune of Montalcino would willingly give Santa Maria delle Grazie to anyone who could find the money for restoration. So far as I know, there have been no takers,

  and it continues to disintegrate.




  Would-be invaders, I am sure, found the final section of the wall along the narrow southern flank the hardest of all to penetrate. Porta Cerbaia, the main gate into the village, is perched on

  the edge of this steep valley, making any stealthy approach impossible. At the gate, my view is obstructed by the slopes of the highest mountain in southern Tuscany, Mount Amiata; if the mountain

  was not there I would be able to see down the valley almost to Rome. Invading armies were forced to circle Mount Amiata and funnel up the valley to reach Montalcino, which in

  1553 was exactly what the Spanish army did, under the command of Viceroy Don Garzia di Toledo. He was seeking to carry out a vow made by one of his Captains who, a year before, had carved a cross

  into a stone block in the fortress tower and sworn an oath that he would return to destroy this mountain-citadel.




  Marching with a mighty army to lay siege to Montalcino, Don Garzia sent an advance party, which included the vengeful Captain, to ride close and scout the way. The party got very close but met

  with an unexpected encounter at the springs below the gate: waiting for them were Andrea Spagni and his men. The Captain lost his head, thanks to a mighty blow from the warrior Panfilo dell Oca.

  Facing Porta Cerbaia from the valley, I visualise the horrific welcome Don Garzia must have received, because long picks were apparently hammered into the stones above the gateway arch, and mounted

  on these were the blood-drenched heads of the Spanish knights cavalieri, including the severed head of the vengeful Captain.




  A section of low wall alongside the gate is a popular gathering point and, inevitably when sitting here, I am accompanied by men in dark suits; they have come to watch and gossip, taking the

  place of archers and soldiers who manned the battlement above, watching who was approaching Montalcino. My elderly companions turn their heads in unison and stare intently at strangers coming

  through the walls. Studying Porta Cerbaia, my eyes rest on the façade facing the valley, then focus on a dilapidated stone crest. Once this crest would have been overhung by a pointed crown

  and must have held six round smooth balls, but I notice only one is left; perhaps the other five have simply fallen from it over time. A stone inscription below the crest is obliterated. Again,

  perhaps it was the elements, but it is worth speculating, as I do, that the proclamation was one the Montalcinesi would rather not remember. My elderly companions along the

  wall have told me they do not recall what the inscription said, but they do know that the crest, as well as several others in the village, was attached in 1559, immediately after the Medici of

  Florence took away their liberty.




  When I had worked out the walking route round the inside and outside of the walls to the east, west, north and south, considering the history and relishing the glorious valleys each time, it

  usually took me three or four hours to complete, but it left me with some puzzling questions unanswered. For instance, where did these Montalcinesi come from? Why did they settle here? How did they

  get their name? And most puzzling of all, why, in the face of all those hardships, did they refuse to leave?




  Turning to the historians once more, it seems that towards the middle of the 700s the crown of the hill on which Montalcino sits was covered in a dense canopy of holm oaks. Barbarians were

  plundering the lower land towards the sea and, with Saracens attacking coastal villages, frightened peasants from hamlets and primitive settlements between what is now Montalcino and the coast were

  desperate to seek somewhere safer to live; escaping inland, they found a safe haven on top of this hill under the holm oaks. The ancient name for this hill, derived from Latin and probably used by

  the Romans, was Mons Ilcinus, and it was not long before the peasants were being referred to as ilcinus, oak tree people, dwelling on Mons Ilcinus, Oak Tree Mountain. A born and bred Montalcinese

  is often referred to as Ilcinese, an oak tree person, meaning their family and their family’s family go back through the centuries as dwellers on the hill of Mons Ilcinus. The most puzzling

  question of all – why did they refuse to leave? – took a long time to answer. It was really only answerable by uncovering the history and by the life I discovered

  still unfolding inside the walls.




  Merchant traders still come; I watch them leave with trucks loaded with the famous wines of Montalcino, cases of honey and olive oil. Pilgrims, too, continue to find solace in the churches and

  nearby abbeys. But the powerful soldiers of Florence, the besieging armies of Spain, even the destructive republican Sienese, have finally left the Ilcinesi in peace on their hill, under the holm

  oaks. The latest wave of travellers up and down the ancient Via Cassia, the tourists, find their way to Montalcino, particularly those who know about the splendid wines. But the curious also come;

  those that seek, like me, to find out what goes on inside the safety of the walls.
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  CHAPTER TWO
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  Twenty Arrows in Half an Hour




  This is the day of the annual Sagra del Tordo. The Festival of the Thrush is always held late in autumn, the very last weekend of October. Centuries ago, every autumn, the

  hunters of Montalcino would go down to the woods with nets to trap thousands of tiny thrush that paused in the woods on their migratory path. After they had presented their catch to The Lady of the

  Fortress, she would command the hunters to light iron braziers in the fortress keep and the tiny thrush would be roasted over burning embers. With the aroma of woodsmoke

  wafting around the village, feasting lasted well past dusk. As darkness fell over the mountain, the sentries guarding the fortress would light oil-soaked straw torches and, holding them high,

  parade around the bastions while the torches flared above their heads casting mysterious shadows which suddenly opened, revealing the citizens below feasting on the delicious little birds. From the

  surrounding valleys it must have been a magnificent sight. High above the hamlets and farms the fortress of Montalcino was aglow, the flaming torches flickered and crackled as they burned, picking

  up the rising smoke from the braziers and sending it swirling into the night sky.




  Nobody nets the little birds now, but the annual festival is a celebration of thanks for the bountiful supply of food gathered in the woods – not only the thrush which the hunter could

  trap with his nets, but the wild hare or pheasant his bow and arrow could kill, which were then smoked, dried and hung in the cantina to last through the coming bitter winter. Abundant mushrooms

  sprang up between the trees, along with autumn chestnuts and berries ready for harvest.




  Archery has been part of village life in Montalcino since 1110, and for as long as anyone can remember, being Montalcinese means you understand the importance, the vital significance, of the

  village archers. In 1361 a retinue of archers took residence in the newly constructed pentagonal fortress, built by the Sienese, which guarded not only Montalcino but also the important trade route

  south to Rome and north to Florence.




  From the bastions the archers kept a close watch on who was passing through the valley where the ancient Via Cassia ran, and it was the hunters with their primitive bows and arrows who went outside the walls into the dangerous woods in autumn to kill wild boar, hoping to return with fresh meat. Sometimes invaders were close; the hunters risked their lives to kill the

  boar, but if they were successful the catch could be shared amongst the families, smoked and eaten sparingly during times of siege. It could save the lives of their families inside the walls.




  Fifty years ago, following centuries of tradition known to everybody, the heritage of defending their territory and hunting for their very survival enabled the quartieri, the four neighbourhoods

  of Montalcino, to revive the fourteenth-century festival which displays the ancient skills of the Montalcinesi in the form of an archery tournament. The four quartieri, named Pianello, Travaglio,

  Borghetto and Ruga, combine the archery tournament with the Sagra del Tordo. The tournament, which takes place today, will reveal the most accurate, finest archers in Montalcino, and will bring

  glory and honour to their quartiere.




  Having lived in Montalcino only a few months when we witnessed our first Sagra del Tordo, Luigi and I were enthralled with the pageantry, the excitement, and the passion of

  tournament day. We eagerly read the signs posted in the piazza, watched preparations for the archery competition as the range was measured and marked in ever-increasing distances, and even laughed

  delightedly when we saw a three-wheeler Ape, that practical little motorised work vehicle which has an open tray at the back, race perilously up and down the ramparts in front of the fortress

  loaded down with timber stands and tables, tents and iron grilles. We thought, as would most visitors who stumbled into Montalcino on the day of the Sagra, that we were fortunate to be able to

  participate in the fun and celebration. Now I realise how unaware we really were . . . but several years passed before I was fully able to understand what takes place on the day of the Sagra.

  It is something not easily distinguishable to a visitor who is captivated, as we were, by the colourful flags, exquisite medieval costumes, stirring drums and heraldic silver

  trumpets. An overwhelming feeling of emotion and happiness camouflages what is really taking place.




  Only after I had witnessed several Sagre did I begin to see something far richer, deeper and more meaningful than mere happiness, which I had unwittingly compared to that of a victorious team in

  any sport, in the eyes and on the faces of village people on tournament day. There was something going on here which was foreign to me, outside my experience – something which, as a

  straniera, a stranger, I could not penetrate. My curiosity to find it led along a slowly unwinding path to comprehension: it took me many years to unravel the depth of feeling, the passionate

  emotion for Sagra del Tordo, and eventually to learn what being Montalcinese is all about.




  Since early morning the sound of beating drums has drifted across the village as excited quartieri members gather behind closed doors to prepare for the festival pageant before

  the tournament. At Pianello’s headquarters, behind the church of San Pietro, freshly pressed brocade and velvet fourteenth-century costumes trimmed with gold embroidery lie along benches and

  over the backs of chairs. Michele, Carlo, Cecilia, Maria-Teresa, Francesco and a dozen other youngsters delve into wicker baskets and wooden chests, lifting out coats of chainmail, breastplates,

  swords and spearheads, locating pointed steel helmets for the Captains and squat round ones for the serfs. Hunting nets are untangled and lie across the floor so the hunters can easily sling them

  over a shoulder. With just the outer edges being held, the nets will drape along the ground when they parade to the fortress.




  ‘Francesco, here are your gloves,’ yells Gabriele, and thick wads of leather that will reach up to his elbows are tossed across the room. From the jewel case

  come pretty lockets, earrings and a gleaming ruby on a gold chain which will hang from a golden crown and lie gently on the forehead of Cecilia, this year’s Lady of Pianello. Outside, the

  banditore, village crier, rides through the village on horseback looking splendid in his olive-green cape trimmed with fur, which floats out and hangs down the sides of his chestnut. The clatter of

  the horse’s hooves echoing from the stone cobbles magnifies as he passes the vaulted loggia below the ancient village hall, Palazzo Comunale, in Piazza del Popolo where, unwinding a gilded

  scroll, he reads the proclamation to the waiting crowd:




  ‘The citizens of the four quartieri of Montalcino are summonsed to each make an autumn offering to The Lady of the Fortress, to meet on the campo at the sound of the trumpets, bringing

  with you your most accurate and trusted archers . . . there they must display their skills and we will know who has the bravest archers of Montalcino.’




  Alessio, whose job it is to co-ordinate the pageant, bustles around the quarters trying to hurry people into their costumes, anxious to make sure everyone reaches the starting point on time. It

  is an exasperating job because, inevitably, a button or two is missing or someone’s boots have disappeared and, because the medieval costumes are heavy, nobody wants to get dressed too early.

  A coat of chainmail, thick gloves, a heavy pointed steel helmet and a long spear are not things you can sit down in!




  ‘It’s already two o’clock,’ he scolds angrily at Ruga headquarters. ‘It’s too late to argue about who is wearing what. Assunto, you were knave last year

  – if the waistcoat fits, let Gianni wear it. Just make sure you are on time, because Ruga is leading the parade – and if you are late the whole thing will be a disaster.’




  In less than an hour more than 100 people in an assortment of medieval costumes, soldiers in full armour, hunters with nets, archers with bows and arrows, Lords with their

  Ladies, courtesans holding delicate cushions, young pages and several rows of drummers and trumpeters will be assembled. Alessio, already hot in his green velvet pantaloons and doublet, clutching

  sheafs of scribbled notes, dreads what will happen if things go even slightly wrong.




  The atmosphere is tense; a tangible air of expectancy and excitement hangs over the four quarters. Cascading down from the highest window of Palazzo Comunale, is a crimson banner proudly

  displaying the antique crest of Montalcino. Soon two trumpeters will appear at the window facing over the triangular piazza, silver trumpets will be thrust out and, raising them to the sky, they

  will call for the pageant to begin. Many stomachs begin to flutter at the thought of the archery tournament this afternoon, but there is still the parade to get through and work to be done before

  the tournament begins. Inside the courtyard the feasting has been going on since early morning; smoke from open braziers is wafting into the sky, carrying the aroma of wild boar and grilling

  polenta. Soon though, when they hear the trumpets, the food stands will quieten as people begin to take up positions by the roadways to await the colourful procession. Shutters along the roads are

  already open wide, silver heads poke out and the old patiently sit by their windows to wait, just as they do every year.




  At the archery range, everything is ready. Four striped medieval tents are lined up along the grass, each in the identifying colours of a quartiere, and behind them, strung along the fortress

  wall, fly a dozen quartieri flags. From every tower of the fortress an array of banners and flags wave in the breeze, with the Standard of Montalcino fluttering proudly above them all. The archery

  range, below the waving flags, is silent and empty. Firing distances have been carefully marked with pegs and ropes, and the four targets at the end of the shooting range,

  each in the shape of a wild boar, are turned to the side, awaiting the arrival of eight archers. Two of them will bring glory and honour to their quartiere, earning a coveted place in the long

  history of village archery.




  On the field, Carlo and Pierluigi, two archers from the quartiere of Travaglio, explode into a passionate embrace. Arms clasp one another, each archer’s bow is pressed

  tightly into the other’s back, they jump and sway until finally they fall to the grass, rolling from side to side, throwing their arms up and thrusting their bows to the sky, disbelieving yet

  rejoicing in their incredible victory. They scream at each other just one word, over and over: ‘Travaglio! Travaglio!’ Their faces twist and contort as if in pain, but it is the painful

  look of joy absolute, the final expiration of months of pent-up emotion. ‘Travaglio ha vinto . . . per Travaglio!’ Travaglio has won . . . only for Travaglio! they scream. The

  eruption from the grandstand of the same chant, ‘Travaglio! Travaglio! Travaglio!’ is almost drowned out by the bloodcurdling cries of the closest Travaglio members as they begin the

  race towards their victorious archers. They leap over the wall, grab a Travaglio red and yellow banner on the way and at the same time take hold of each other, linking arms as they run. Within

  seconds, thirty Travaglio quartieranti have thrown themselves on top of the waiting archers in a writhing muddle of arms and legs. They hug and kiss, grab and shake each other, bury heads in the

  bodies of the archers; tears of joy run down their faces as they throw their fists into the air over and over again. And all the while, incredulous at their thrilling victory, they roar: ‘For

  Travaglio! For Travaglio!’




  Even the noble Lady of Travaglio deserts her red and yellow striped tent; she hitches up her precious velvet and gold brocade gown to her knees and, holding on tightly to

  her crimson cape and velvet headpiece, she races like the wind across the field. Her dainty hands become weapons as she throws a clenched fist into the air, does a little skip of joy, then quickly

  clutches at her skirts which not an hour past she had delicately manoeuvred in the discreet space between herself and her noble Lord when they led the Travaglio procession through the village. No

  sign of emotion had crossed her face then; she was the medieval princess passing her peasant subjects without so much as a glance. But before she reaches the scene, Carlo and Pierluigi have been

  lifted bodily from the grass, held aloft by the swarm of Travaglio who begin to chant in unison the victory song of their quartiere:




  

    

      

        	

          Si viene da Via Donnoli


        



        	

          We come from Via Donnoli


        

      




      

        	

          Si canta sempre forte!


        



        	

          We always sing the loudest!


        

      




      

        	

          Chi tocca un Travellino


        



        	

          If you touch a Travellino


        

      




      

        	

          Pericolo di morte!


        



        	

          You’re in danger of death!


        

      


    


  




  ‘Carlo!’ The Lady of Travaglio shrieks reprovingly, as if to remind him she is here too, and then again, this time with urgency and a little desperation in her voice

  because she is afraid he cannot hear her. ‘Carlo!’




  From below, the mob sees her need and, effortlessly lifting her slim frame, they push her bodily into the air so that she is able to throw herself across and kiss the nearest archer. The mass of

  bodies turn in unison towards the gates, but now there are sixty or more with five or six red and yellow banners thrust into the air, swirling above their heads. It is as if each and every one of

  them has driven the arrows personally. They head through the gates and make their way chanting and singing towards their quartiere, to Travaglio. First they must confirm to everyone in their own

  territory that their archers are bravissimi, their archers are supremely accurate and have brought glory and honour to Travaglio. The throng disappears around the walls of the

  fortress with many arms raised to hold aloft the glorious archers, others in a victory salute, and all the time they chant: ‘For Travaglio! For Travaglio!’




  Vasco, whom I sometimes meet at Porta Gattoli when he visits his farm outside the walls, is Travaglio and, although almost seventy-nine, his passion for a Travaglio win has not dimmed. Along

  with his energetic son Roberto, who is among those holding the archers aloft, he is in the crowd pressing down towards the quartiere. His body, small and slightly stooped, is already draped in the

  flag, because Vasco always carries the Travaglio banner, which has a yellow background with a horizontal red bar across the middle and three yellow stars running along the red centre. This is the

  motif I have seen throughout Travaglio territory on small enamel plaques attached to the walls below each iron ring from which their festival flags fly, and a larger version in the form of an iron

  crest hangs above the wooden doors of the sede, their headquarters.




  ‘Hey, ragazzi,’ Vasco calls like a seventeen-year-old, grabbing the corners of the flag and letting it fly out behind him like a cape. ‘Vieni, andiamo. Come on, Let’s

  go.’ He is anxious to start the victory march through the village. This procession, returning to their territory, is the first step in a series of celebrations which, starting right now, will

  last many weeks. Vasco’s thin lined face has fallen into deep natural crevices, but it positively glows today, his wide smile only outshone by the pride I can see in his stony grey eyes. The

  youngsters push him to the front and, carrying the banner, he leads them, on their twelfth victory, proudly home. With their archers held aloft, this joyful walk back to their sede, where they will

  ring the victory bells, wipes out in an instant all the years of pain when they returned in solemn silence. It only takes one victory for all the anguish, all the

  disappointment of the times they did not win, to be suddenly gone.




  Travaglio has won. Two archers, each with twenty arrows in half an hour, is all it took.




  Massimo returns the five arrows to the leather sheath, turns and walks back across the field. His powerful shoulders look too broad for a man of his height; his upper arm

  muscles are firm and taut, bulging biceps almost bursting through the sleeves of his blue and white medieval costume. And he walks with confidence, each stride an emphatic statement more for

  himself than anyone else that he has, again this year, done his best for Pianello. Or has he?




  ‘Massimo, you are a great archer, you drove the arrows straight and true,’ comforts his Captain, Francesco. ‘Five perfect arrows, then another five, and yet again, fifteen

  arrows and every one driven with an arm like steel into the middle of the target.’




  ‘Yes, yes, I know,’ answers Massimo quietly, but his thoughts are elsewhere because the fickle wind had taken one away. ‘My eye never moved, Francesco. I watched the arrow fly

  through the air for forty metres, as straight and true as all the others, but the second or two that it took to cover the distance was an eternity in slow motion.’ He had felt his heart sink

  as he saw it swing to one side; it swayed in the breeze, and then it was gone. Only four of his last five arrows found their target in the boar. He raises his arm and his hand makes an arc through

  the air as his eye follows the imaginary arrow down the field. His head tilts to one side as if to get a better look, the fingers of his hand making a short wavy diversion mimicking the flight, and

  then his hand falls to his side. He pulls his head up sharply. There is another arrow! Is that Carlo’s arrow flying beside his own? Did he allow Carlo’s arrow to enter his line of

  vision?




  ‘Francesco,’ he asks suddenly, ‘did you see where Carlo’s last arrow went?’




  ‘Si, it followed the others; most went right into the heart of the boar. He shot well, Massimo, twenty arrows into the target.’




  After a moment Massimo declares, resignedly: ‘I saw his arrow, Francesco,’ and both of them know that means he allowed Carlo’s arrow to distract him; he had not closed

  everything out. The replay is like a silent film for Massimo, although thousands of people were screaming and calling his name, the fanatical crowd waving banners and shouting, releasing their own

  tension, their own desires, their own emotion.




  Francesco, Capitano del Arcieri, trying to think what else to say to Massimo, wonders if he did his job properly, or has he let Massimo down? His is the responsibility to care for the Pianello

  archers during the shoot, which means he has to know when to console, when to threaten, when to flatter, when to pull an archer up with an admonishment. Most of all he has to be at one with the

  archers, carrying himself to their level and enclosing them in a world where nothing else exists but the bows and arrows and the target. ‘Vieni,’ says Francesco gently, quickening his

  step, ‘Gabriele is waiting, we must get off the campo.’




  As they walk, Massimo considers his training. He had begun the previous February and trained almost continuously throughout the year except for the days he spent with his wife Ofelia and

  daughter Chiara. He remembers the time his father telephoned and sought his help to stack a load of firewood in the cantina, because he should have practised that day, but hadn’t; nor the day

  his precious Chiara asked him to come and watch her at her dancing lesson; and then there was Ofelia’s birthday and the romantic dinner they had shared. ‘I don’t want archery to

  become an obligation,’ he remarks absently to Francesco, who looks up, puzzled, but remains silent as Massimo continues: ‘There were only a few days when I

  didn’t go to the practice range. How big a sacrifice should I have made for Pianello?’




  Massimo’s shooting partner, Gabriele, just twenty and born the year Massimo started shooting, feels intensely disappointed. He shot his arrows well; five perfect arrows, then four, another

  five driven straight and, in spite of all the pressure and tension and his own inexperience, his final five drove right into the boar. He is pleased to have made it to the end of four rounds but he

  knows it is not quite perfect enough. They are second again and soon Dottore Luciano, their trainer, will hear the victory bells ringing from Travaglio and he will know they did not win. Gabriele

  wanted desperately to win for Pianello, just to see the blue and white banners flying proudly in the village, to be able to chant the Pianello victory song to the rhythm of the drummers and to

  march or even to be carried in triumph on the shoulders of his friends along the narrow cobbled roads through Pianello. He had imagined this sweet victory in his mind a hundred times in the final

  weeks leading up to the tournament, but already, his youthfulness overcoming the wayward arrow, Gabriele begins to think of next year. Perhaps next year they can win for Pianello.




  Reaching out to him, Massimo embraces Gabriele, congratulating him on an excellent shoot. The long curved bows hang at their sides as, dressed in the blue and white costumes of the Pianello

  archery team, they follow their Captain from the field. It is an unwritten law – immediately the shoot is finished the campo must be left to the victors, although the three are barely aware

  of the tumultuous celebrations taking place just a few metres behind them. ‘Francesco,’ says Massimo softly, despair in his voice, ‘I don’t know if I can make the sacrifice

  again.’ Once more Francesco chooses not to reply, but leaves Massimo to his melancholy thoughts. Will he shoot next year for Pianello? Can he bring the longed-for victory? It is so long since

  Pianello won the tournament, but in the end it all comes down to twenty arrows in half an hour.




  Within the ring of defensive walls, in the 1300s, Montalcino was divided into terzieri, thirds, or neighbourhoods, and way back then the political and economic life of the

  citizens was profoundly influenced by the self-imposed laws of the terzieri. Originally there were three terzieri but with the economic development of the village a fourth neighbourhood was divided

  off, and from that time on they became quartieri, or quarters. Still today, with ancient rituals and rules, each neighbourhood observes a creed decided upon in democratic fashion by the elders of

  their quarter. The structure of the quarters differs one from the other, although not significantly. For example, Borghetto does not have a President but a Governor, because their philosophy, their

  creed, is perhaps a little closer to the way a contrada is run in Siena; besides, the Sienese Church of Montalcino is in their territory.




  Each quarter elects leaders every three years, plus those who will shoulder certain responsibilities to guide and help the younger members during the year, and of course those who will accompany

  the archers to the practice range outside the walls week after week. And even today, as it was in the 1300s, the quarters have a role to play in the administration of the village. A representative

  from each quarter is eligible to attend Comune meetings with the Mayor and Councillors, listening to and commenting on proposals and reporting back to members. The quarters are all self-funding and

  operate only on voluntary labour from their members, who pay a small annual subscription. However, if a quarter has a large debt to pay, they might borrow from quartieranti, members, and repay it

  at a later date. There is no interest, no profit, no contract; it is done with faith, and the members will do it to help their quarter.




  The citizens of Montalcino live in a tightly-knit community, with those who uphold the values and traditions of their quartiere doing so with absolute and unquestioning

  loyalty. Although village friendships cross quartieri boundaries, at tournament time the elders and youngsters from each quarter gather and, wearing their colours, display their quartiere loyalty

  even to their closest friends who may belong to opposing quarters. Husbands and wives born in opposing quartieri will not change quarter even on marriage; they remain divided by their loyalty,

  wearing opposing colours at the tournaments to demonstrate the extent of their unwavering commitment.




  The boundaries of the victorious quarter, Travaglio, begin at Porta Cerbaia and cut along the eastern side of Via Saloni, the main road into Montalcino. This also leads directly to Piazza del

  Popolo, the heart of the village, but before the road reaches the piazza it has changed its name and become Via Matteotti. The piazza is neutral territory in which everybody has equal rights. Along

  the eastern side of the piazza is a loggia – a gallery. It is closed in on three sides and roofed over, but graceful columns along the front separate six arches which are open to the piazza.

  Travaglio’s territory finishes right where the arches begin. The loggia is also called the cappellone, and at one time it did have a chapel within the arches, as its name suggests. If you

  were to draw a straight line towards the Orcia Valley from the arches of the loggia, letting your line fall down the hillside until you reach the encircling stone wall of Montalcino, you would

  define the border through the hillside which separates Travaglio from its neighbouring quarter, Pianello. At the end of their territory, jutting over the edge of a steep valley, Travaglio have a

  piazzetta, a small grassed area; already Vasco and a hundred others have swarmed to this little square, where, on a low wall, the two victorious archers Carlo and Pierluigi stand, one each side of

  Vasco, waving Travaglio banners. From the piazzetta they can look straight up at the clutch of stone houses cascading down the hill; even from here they can see the towers of

  the fortress along with the village bell-tower and several of the church towers as well. Their banners fly airily, and rowdy voices, excited and jubilant, easily carry up to the village as their

  victory song echoes around the valley.




  Each of the main arteries in the quartieri is named after illustrious and brave men of history and all of them were Montalcinesi. The main roadway through Travaglio is Via Donnoli, named after

  Donnolo Donnoli, who was a Franciscan missionary made a saint in 1227 after his death on the mission field in Morocco. Within Travaglio’s borders lies a gate through the walls called Porta

  Gattoli. Travaglio also shares the main gateway into the village, Porta Cerbaia, with its south-western neighbour, Borghetto.




  Pianello territory begins immediately on the other side of the arches under the cappellone loggia, but when the road leaves the piazza from the narrow end it has become Via Mazzini, continuing

  to the northern end of the village and finishing at the neutral territory of the office of the Mayor and the Comune. Pianello’s white and blue colours are signified with a diagonal bar and

  four blue diamonds on a white background and, again, I have seen this insignia on enamel plaques hanging from the walls of the houses within Pianello territory and in front of their headquarters.

  Massimo Bovini, the Pianello archer, was born in Via Moglio in the heart of Pianello, and his parents and grandparents were born there too. In fact the first of his family known to be born in

  Montalcino was Faustina in 1540, the daughter of Sano Bovini, although where Sano came from Massimo does not know; back then, only the churches kept records and a disastrous fire in Montalcino in

  the mid-1400s destroyed them. The archives are gone, but there is no reason not to believe there were many generations of Bovini born in Montalcino prior to Faustina.

  Massimo’s wife Ofelia can trace her family even further back; the first recorded birth was in 1460, so her ancestors in Montalcino go back at least a hundred years before the Florentines and

  Spanish came and more than likely many centuries earlier. The latest generation of Bovini, a daughter, Chiara, was born to Massimo and Ofelia in 1989. Of course, Chiara was born right here in

  Montalcino.




  Pianello is the smallest quarter; a handful of narrow lanes wind their way around a huddle of stone houses and I think perhaps it is a little less obviously affluent than some of the other

  quarters. Via Moglio was named after Fra Giovanni Moglio, another illustrious Montalcinese who followed the Protestant reforms of the Church; but they called him a heretic and he died in Rome in

  the Campo dei Fiori, where he was burned at the stake in 1553, the same year the Spanish laid siege to Montalcino. Within the borders of Pianello are the eleventh-century Church of San Pietro, the

  village hospital and Church of San Francesco, two village schools, and two more gates through the walls, Porta Burelli and Porta Castellana.




  Travaglio and Pianello share the steeply sloping eastern hillside of Montalcino and the territory of both quarters falls away from Piazza del Popolo towards the Orcia Valley. Ruga and Borghetto

  share the upper reaches of the village; their territory runs along the western ridge with its back to the Ombrone Valley.




  The red and white colours of Borghetto, six white flames on a red background in the form of small enamel shields, signify their territory, which begins at the main gate, Porta Cerbaia, and runs

  along Via Saloni, but on the opposite side of the roadway from Travaglio. Borghetto headquarters is in Via Panfilo dell Oca, a narrow cobbled roadway descending from the fortress; brave Panfilo was

  a man of arms, a warrior, who defended and protected the Montalcinesi during the great Siege of 1553. On the western side of Piazza del Popolo, the main piazza, is a steep

  stairway which forms an arched passageway between the houses, and this marks the boundary limit for Borghetto. Climbing to the top of the stairway you reach Piazza Sant’ Agostino, then,

  cutting a straight line across two smaller roadways, you arrive at a point in the walls about halfway between two thirteenth-century guard towers, the dividing line between Borghetto and Ruga.

  Borghetto, it seems to me, has a higher proportion of shopkeepers and business people living in its territory. Perhaps it was always so. Also within Borghetto territory is the Church of Sant’

  Agostino, the Church of Sant’ Egidio (known as the Sienese Church), the Church of Santa Croce which is next to their headquarters, the fortress of Montalcino, and the gate called Porta

  Cassero. Borghetto shares Porta Cerbaia with Travaglio on its southeastern boundary.




  Next door to Borghetto is the fourth quartiere, Ruga, whose boundary runs along the opposite side of Via Mazzini to that of Pianello and similarly finishes when it reaches the office of the

  Mayor and the Comune. The steep steps which rise from Piazza del Popolo to Sant’ Agostino really belong to Ruga, and on these stone steps, which vary haphazardly in height and depth, Ruga

  youngsters frequently crouch when they chant their victory song towards opposing quartieri in the piazza. The steps lead to their sede alongside the Church of Sant’ Agostino where you will

  find the Ruga crest; yellow transversal diamonds on a blue background.




  Via Spagni in Ruga is named after another great warrior who was also Capitano del Popolo, a leader of the people. With Panfilo dell Oca by his side, Andrea Spagni brought Montalcino through the

  most terrible siege in its history when they held the Spanish outside the walls for eighty days. Marked by Ruga’s colours on enamel shields, within its territory lies

  the Cathedral, the Church of San Salvatore, and the strange architectural clutter of the little Church of Sant’ Antonio. The Church of Madonna del Soccorso has a closed-in gateway, Porta

  Corniolo, built into its rear wall and is the only ancient gate of Montalcino through which you now cannot pass.




  As seems to have been common in medieval village architecture, the defensive and civil seats of power are placed at opposite ends of the village; the fortress is on the highest point in

  Borghetto at the southern end, and one has to walk the length of the village to reach the Comune, the seat of civil power, which leans over the cliff along the northern walls.




  The tournament is over. I watch the Pianello, Ruga and Borghetto archery teams move despondently away from the field, and follow behind them as they file through the arch of

  Porta Cassero alongside the fortress, heading towards their respective quartieri to take off their medieval costumes and put away the bows. The crowd is dispersing, but I see the loyal few from

  each quarter come forward to shake the hands of their archers, embracing their friends, telling them they are proud of their skills. They are the ones who thank them for their weeks and months of

  practice and who understand the personal sacrifice each has made for his quartiere. Most of the crowd feel only their own loss and hurt, the intense disappointment. They only want to console

  themselves. They turn their faces to the side.




  ‘Francesco, what is the value of a great archer?’ questions Massimo. ‘Is he worth nothing unless he has an ounce of luck on the day and takes the victory?’ The weeks

  leading up to the tournament have been filled with tension, secret meetings and special practice shoots; strategy has been talked through over and over again. Early tomorrow morning, before anyone

  is up and about, Pianello, Ruga and Borghetto will quietly take down their colourful window banners and festival flags. Only the red and yellow victory flags and banners of

  Travaglio will fly in the breeze for many weeks, and only Travaglio will be able to leave their flag under the six-arch loggia, the cappellone in the piazza, which will act as a daily reminder of

  their victory.




  Travaglio has won. They did it with two archers, each with twenty straight arrows in half an hour.
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  Vanilla Beans and Brodo




  As luck would have it, the week we arrived in Montalcino we made friends with a gregarious couple, Maria Pia and Luciano who run a trattoria, Taverna del Grappolo Blu. Maria

  Pia is a signora not daunted by a seemingly impossible request and she introduced us to Signor Ercole and his wife Lola, from whom we were able to rent – after lengthy negotiations – a

  tiny apartment which, of no concern at all to us at the time, is in the quartiere Pianello. Signor Ercole was Vice-President of Pianello that year and he wasted no time in

  introducing these seemingly respectable stranieri to Signora Maurelia, who is President of Pianello and also the wife of the pharmacist, Roberto.




  This particular morning, two weeks after the Sagra, the weather has turned towards late autumn and the piazza is suddenly changing appearance because, by mid-November every year, the outdoor

  seating for Cafe Fiaschetteria disappears overnight. Yesterday I was sipping a warming cappuccino under the weakening rays of the sun, but today all I have found is a line of terracotta

  plant-holders which were the delineation of the seating arrangements for summer. And some of the shop-owners who, every morning for several months, have been rolling out their beige and white

  sunshades have surely come stealthily back at midnight and removed the whole shade and its casing from the wall, which is now stored in the cantina where it will be kept dry until next summer.

  Half-moon terracotta bowls which decorated the walls with blood-red and rose geraniums are now empty; the plants are gone, taken to safety before frost or an icy wind arrives to shrivel and burn

  them overnight.




  Even so, Piazza del Popolo, and by association Cafe Fiaschetteria, is the heart of village life in summer and winter although the glass doors of the cafe which have been cast open all through

  summer now rattle and crash noisily every time anyone enters or leaves. It means, though, that I can see and feel the very bones of the piazza. The old village hall, Palazzo Comunale, is as

  dignified and proud-looking as in any Tuscan village. A remarkably thin stone building sitting between two roadways at the wide end of a triangular piazza, the palazzo exudes its own importance yet

  does not seem to dominate the whole, but rather, blends modestly, harmoniously. The tower which rises on one side houses the bell which chimes the hour and half hour

  twenty-four hours a day and, because the only change necessary to the palazzo since the thirteenth century, when it was built, was to stabilise the very top of the tower, it represents a perfect

  example of medieval building; grey stone blocks, more regular in shape at the base, are interspersed with historic family crests.




  Business is done on a daily basis in the piazza; you come to make an appointment to see your notaio, notary, or to find Signor Arturo, who knows of every apartment for sale. It is also the place

  where news and gossip are exchanged. You come daily to meet friends for a caffè, the wine-growers and farmers turn up on Friday mornings to exchange chit-chat and talk about the weather, and

  it is the focal point of the social passeggiata, that evening ritual of elegantly dressing and strolling around, courteously greeting friends and acquaintances.




  To one side of the piazza, along Via Matteotti directly below Palazzo Comunale, lies a sheltered and very beautiful cross-vaulted loggia which, anyone would reasonably consider, would make an

  ideal meeting-place for the Montalcinesi. For a long time I was perplexed, but I have decided there is a reason why the locals never seem to say: ‘I’ll meet you in the piazza tomorrow

  – look for me under the old loggia.’ Strangely, the only idlers under this loggia – which is a small portico open on two sides – seem to be visitors on mobile phones or a

  few young boys kicking a football. Almost hidden in the shadows, at the very deepest point under the loggia, is a lifesize marble statue of a Roman gazing down from a high plinth, wearing a

  soldier’s uniform and with one hand on his hip. The other holds his scroll of office and, with his knee thrust forward, he displays an air of smug satisfaction at his own exemplary

  appearance. There is no identification on the plinth, not even a date nor the sculptor’s name, but it seems to me, because he reminds me of relatively recent events in

  the long history of Montalcino – events not held in great reverence by the Montalcinesi – that he is tucked away in the furthest shadows of the loggia because the statue is not of a

  Roman soldier but a Florentine: Cosimo I di Medici.




  Cosimo seems better forgotten by the Montalcinesi because it was to him, as Commander of the Florentine army on 4 August 1559, that the iron keys to the gates of Montalcino were handed over to

  the dreaded Florentines. Portraying clients as Roman soldiers was a common thing for sculptors to do to enhance a powerful family, but the Montalcinesi have never been that impressed because

  although Cosimo may have been a skilful administrator, a great warrior he was not. He had no liking for weapons nor for fighting battles. Nevertheless, he stands alone, pushed into the shadows and

  semi-obscurity. I am sure the Montalcinesi choose not to meet and socialise beneath this dark loggia because the statue represents resignation to the loss of their liberty, rather than any honour

  to Cosimo.




  Opposite Cafe Fiaschetteria is the much larger cappellone loggia with six arches. Four stone steps take you up under the cappellone, and the graceful columns which separate the arches are very

  important to the life of Montalcino because on the front of each column is the enamel insignia of each quartiere; with the Sagra only two weeks ago, the red and yellow flag of Travaglio is flying

  from the cappellone, a constant reminder to us all of their victory. But there are six arches and only four quartieri; the centre column is for the Standard of the Comune of Montalcino and at the

  time of the Sagra, or any especially important event, the black and white flag of Siena flies alongside that of Montalcino. On the wall above the arches, the crest of the Montalcinesi appears in

  sculpted form: six round hills form a small pyramid and at the top rises a leafy holm oak, forming a canopy over the hills.
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