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  Dedico questo libro ai miei genitori Sabatino e Concetta, e a tutti i contadini ehe como loro riuscirono ad allevare i loro figli con dignita,nonostante la loro poverta.

  I dedicate this book to my parents, Sabatino and Concetta, and to all peasants who, like them, managed to bring up their children with dignity, nothwithstanding their poverty.
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    Introduction

    Ever since the nineteenth century the Tuscan countryside has cast a spell on the Anglo-Saxon mind. The poets of the Romantic movement began to contemplate not only their own landscape with new eyes, but also that of other European countries. On their journeys towards Italy, long since the Mecca of artists and writers, they were first struck by the savage majesty of the Alps, and then lowered their eyes, perhaps with relief, to the softer, more domesticated beauty of the Tuscan countryside. In many ways it differed from the English landscape they knew: the gently undulating hills of England, with their extensive cornfields, patches of woodland and green pastures sprinkled with cattle and sheep, hardly resemble the more rugged Tuscan countryside, with its vineyards, olive groves and vast areas of forest. Yet the two landscapes have one thing in common: they are the fruit of a collaboration between man and nature over three thousand years or more. Consequently, they are landscapes that do not inspire awe, rather they reassure us. Poets such as Byron, Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning were all captivated by the gentle beauty of the Tuscan countryside and celebrated it in many of their poems. In the following century it inspired works by D.H. Lawrence, Aldous Huxley, E.M. Forster, Virginia Woolf and many more.

    None of these writers, however, settled for any length of time in the Tuscan countryside. They saw it from the gardens of Florentine villas or on their travels by carriage or car from one city to another. As a result, their appreciation was mostly of what they saw, not what lay behind it. It was not until the 1960s that a new generation of writers began to celebrate the Tuscan landscape from quite a different viewpoint. It was during this period that Tuscan peasant farmers began to leave the land, attracted by jobs available in the towns during the economic boom. Their picturesque farmhouses, many of them dating back several centuries, fell empty and the landowners, unaware of their value, sold them off to foreigners for absurdly small sums. Among these were a handful of English writers and artists. Because the houses needed restoring, these expatriates found themselves dealing daily with the local builders, carpenters and plumbers. Moreover, as a few hectares of vineyard and olive grove usually came with the house, they also had to seek advice from the local farmers about how to tend them. These experiences led to books that not only celebrated the beauty of the countryside in which the writers had opted to settle, but also talked about the local people and the farming traditions of the area.

    Rural Tuscany is brought even closer to us, however, in Pietro’s Book because it is written not by a foreign intellectual but by a Tuscan peasant. In its way, this book, too, is a celebration of the Tuscan countryside, dwelling not so much on the, beauty of the landscape as on how that beauty was created. When we read Pietro’s description of the wine harvest, we see in our mind’s eye the vines that hung in graceful curves from tree to tree, the white oxen harnessed to carts, waiting patiently at the end of the vineyard. He tells us how he pruned the olives, and we can imagine the peasants poking their ladders up among the silver branches of those age-old trees while the womenfolk gathered the prunings into bundles. He describes how as a child he used to accompany the pigs into the woods in search of acorns, and we can visualize those forests of oak and chestnut, with their dense undergrowth of arbutus, broom and juniper, stretching up over the rolling hills towards the horizon.

    We learn, too, about the way of life of those who have created this landscape: the generations of peasants who, like Pietro, have dedicated not only their labour but also their love to this blessed land. The people Pietro describes are simple and often illiterate, but with their manual skills, sense of humour and fondness for music and storytelling, they have a culture of their own which only now, as it slowly dies, people are beginning to appreciate,

    Pietro and I wrote this book together. It was a coincidence that we met. Born and educated in England, I came to Italy in 1964 to teach English in Florence. The following year my sister, who was working in Rome, bought our parents a house above the village of Mercatale in the Arno valley, thirty miles from Florence. Pietro was our neighbour and soon became a family friend.

    The Arno valley, locally called the Valdarno, is unfamiliar to the average tourist, who prefers to visit the nearby cities of Florence, Siena and Arezzo. Nevertheless, as I discovered over the years, there are countless sites of historical interest in the valley, largely due to its geographical position. Protected to the east by Pratomagno, a long mountain ridge, and to the west by the Chianti hills, the Valdarno is a broad, fertile valley, pleasantly wooded. The river Arno is not large but many streams flow into it, so when there is heavy rain it is subject to flooding. It was for this reason that the ancient highways, first traced by the Etruscans and then by the Romans, ran along the base of the mountains on either side of the valley rather than along the valley floor. In consequence most of the ancient settlements were to be found along those roads.

    Villages on both sides of the valley continued to grow during the Middle Ages and local warlords erected castles to defend them. From the twelfth century onwards this rich agricultural land was contested by the cities of Florence, Arezzo and Siena and it was only then that towns like Montevarchi and San Giovanni grew up in the bottom of the valley: originally market-places, they were developed and fortified by the Florentine Republic in its struggle for dominance over its rivals.
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    The Etruscans settled principally in the southern part of Tuscany and in Latium, north of Rome. There are, however, traces of their presence in the vicinity of Mercatale Valdarno, the village that Pietro refers to most frequently in this book. The hill that rises behind the village is dominated by the ruins of a medieval castle, but its name, Galatrona, reveals its Etruscan origin, and it is probable that an Etruscan settlement existed up there. For safety’s sake the Etruscans used to live on the tops of hills.

    The Romans too left traces in the area. Close to the old part of Mercatale there is an area which retains the name il campo romano, the Roman field. When new houses were built there in the 1970s, the remains of Roman walls and other artefacts were found. The presence of a Roman settlement is explained by the fact that on the slopes of Galatrona hill ran an important Roman road, the Cassia Adrianea: it was built by the Emperor Hadrian in AD 123 as an alternative to part of the more ancient Cassia Vetus on the other side of the Arno valley. Next to the road where it passes under the hill of Galatrona there was a praetorium the residence of the Roman military governor. The name of the eighteenth-century villa built on the spot, Tetrolo, derives from the Latin word. The remains of Roman walls indicate that there was also a Roman settlement on top of the hill where the medieval tower now stands. The Roman road descended to Mercatale and then passed through the area where the medieval village of Rendola now stands, before proceeding in the direction of Florence.

    The farmhouse which my sister bought was called Le Muricce di Sopra, but in order not to confuse it with a nearby farm called Le Muricce, we immediately baptized it La Casa del Bosco - the house of the woods. Along with the house my sister purchased about ten acres of field and woodland, and now owned about three hundred olive trees and a few dozen vines. We had no idea, of course, how to look after them, as our father’s experience of farming in England was limited to pigs and cereals. It was therefore providential that we met our neighbour Pietro quite early on. He had come to plough the land next to ours with a pair of big white oxen. We were struck at once by his kindly smile and the affability with which he welcomed us, a family of foreigners who spoke his language with a strong English accent. He explained that he now lived close to Mercatale, but that he had spent thirty years at Casa del Bosco and had been born up at Casino del Monte, only five hundred yards away. In fact, his oxen had been reared at Casa del Bosco, and when he ploughed the field near the house he had to be careful not to let them veer into our dining room: previously it had been their stable. I remember asking Pietro what his oxen were called, and he replied, “Left” and “Right”, so that when I harness them to the plough I know which side to put them’.

    Soon we became friends and Pietro often came to see us. We began to ask his advice about a number of things: whom we should call to prune the olives (he made it clear right from the start that it was no work for novices), how we should look after the vines and what we could plant in the heavy, stony soil, so unlike that of our own country. Then as now he was always ready to interrupt his work in order to give us some advice, or simply to have a chat. After all, like all peasants he worked from dawn to dusk and considered it normal to allow himself a pause from time to time.

    In the course of our conversations Pietro told us that he was a mezzadro, and he explained to us what mezzadria involved: it was an agricultural system which was for us a complete novelty, A landowner would assign to the mezzadro a podere which consisted of a farmhouse and on average ten to fifteen hectares of land surrounding It (the size of the smallholding varied from place to place). The landowner would provide the Implements, the seed and so on, while the mezzadro would supply the labour. Then the produce of the farm, the oil, the wine, the grain and all the rest, would be shared out equally between the landowner and the mezzadro (“mezzo” actually means ‘half’). It seems fair in theory, but In practice It meant that the farmer had to work from dawn to dusk just In order to keep his family fed and clothed: he had no possibility of saving money for a rainy day, A landowner, on the other hand, usually possessed several farms and was able to sell most of his share of the produce, growing rich in the process. He was therefore less affected by a bad harvest, while the mezzadro was hard hit: a ten-minute hailstorm could rum his grapes, a late frost could destroy the olive flowers and jeopardize that year’s olive crop. While some landowners were enlightened and did their best to alleviate the harsh conditions under which the farmers lived, most seemed deliberately to ignore them. The system dated back to the Middle Ages and It Is incredible to think that the last mezzadria contracts expired only a few years ago.

    During the Middle Ages the peasants in this area were small landowners. They lived in houses huddled together for safety In villages and walked daily to their scattered parcels of land, a vineyard here, an olive grove there. They were desperately poor by any standards: only the ‘wealthy’ ones owned an ox or an ass, It was in the sixteenth century, a period of relative peace and prosperity, that the old feudal families of Tuscany realized that they could obtain high profits from the sale of agricultural produce, in particular grain, wine and olive oil. They began to buy up the land of the small peasant farmers and to build the first case coloniche destined to house the mezzadri. The same phenomenon occurred in the area of Montevarchi, where the middle classes had acquired wealth by means of commercial enterprises. And so the poderej the farmhouse surrounded by a few hectares of land, came into being, and with it the mezzadria system. Most of these houses retain their medieval aspect; others, the case leopoldine, houses designed by architects in the eighteenth century during the rule of Leopold I, Grand Duke of Tuscany, are much more spacious, adopting, however, the traditional characteristics of the earlier houses with their arches, balconies, outside staircases and pigeon lofts. In some ways the peasant was better off than before, as now he had the use of a larger house and land conveniently located around it. But, on the other hand, he found himself at the mercy of a landlord who in most cases exploited his industriousness. And this state of affairs lasted until the 1980s, though by then many mezzadri had already left the land.

    In the sixteenth century the Grand Duchy of Florence drew up maps to control and maintain the public highways. These showed the new farmhouses and also the churches which appear in Pietro’s narrative, those at Mercatale, Caposelvi, Galatrona, La Torre and Rendola, all built during the Middle Ages. The most important was the church of Galatrona which, being a pieve was the only one with a baptismal font, and it was there that the bishop stayed when he made his pastoral visits. Beside each church there was a canonica where the priest resided, and attached to it or nearby were one or more poderi whose farmers gave half their produce to the priest. The church of Galatrona possessed seven poderi and was therefore the richest parish of all. One of these poderi was in the mountain village of Nusenna where Pietro’s parents were born. His father, however, ran the farm which belonged to the village priest.

    With the development of the mezzadria system came the construction of case padronali, the landowners’ country houses. Families of noble birth, already in possession of large estates even though they now lived mostly in town, converted their castles into comfortable mansions, or in some cases built mansions from scratch. So the fattorie were born, still a feature of today’s agricultural system, especially in the Chianti. The word derives from fattore roughly equivalent to our farm bailiff; in fact, the landowner would often spend only the summer months at his casa padronale. For the rest of the year he would entrust the administration of his estate to his fattore, coming to the country only occasionally to examine the accounts. The fattoria developed later in the Arno valley, perhaps because it was some distance from the major cities of the area, Florence, Arezzo and Siena, The largest fattoria in the Mercatale area was that of Rendola: the casa padronale was built by the Firidolfi-Ricasolis, the most powerful family in the Chianti, No doubt the baron of the time was aware that in this area the land was more fertile than his own and was also closer to the markets. At the end of the eighteenth century the property passed into the hands of Conte Carnavaro, a relation of the Ricasolis. When Pietro was a mezzadro, the fattoria of Rendola was one of the largest in the Arno valley, with its great cellars, its storehouses, its thirty-four poderi and its vast woodlands. It was only in the fifties that it began to go downhill, largely as a result of mismanagement, hastened by the winds of social change. To pay the debts that had accrued many of the poderi were sold, often to the peasants who worked them. Finally the fattoria itself was sold to two families, who divided the villa into two separate dwellings and shared out the few poderi that remained.
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    The tough conditions under which a mezzadro lived were brought home to me when I went to visit Pietro in his own home. We had supper in the kitchen, which in those days served as a living room as well. It consisted of a long table, benches, a madia, a piece of furniture in which the bread was kneaded, a cucina economica a kind of wood stove, a few shelves: the bare essentials. Over the fire on the hearth was a large copper cauldron hanging from a chain, so that there was always hot water available. In the bedrooms there was no form of heating whatsoever: once I helped Pietro’s wife Franca carry Sergio, their younger son, to bed and the cold in the bedroom made me catch my breath. There was no proper lavatory, only a tiny room containing a wooden seat with a hole in it: this led to the pozzo nero the black hole, into which flowed the liquid manure from the stables. And I wondered to myself: how could the owner of the house not be ashamed to provide a house in this condition, in the sixties when bathrooms and central heating were taken for granted in urban areas? I learnt later that most mezzadri lived in this way.

    When I was researching this book I came across a fifteenth-century inventory which lists the possessions of a certain Domen-ico di Agnolo of Galatrona, a huddle of buildings on the hill above Mercatale. The furniture of his kitchen consisted of a table, a bench and a madia while in the fireplace there was a copper cauldron hanging from a chain. Almost exactly the contents of Pietro’s kitchen five hundred years later: only the wood stove was a modern addition.

    It is not surprising, then, that shortly after we first met Pietro and his family they did what so many other mezzadri were doing: left their farm and moved to the nearest town, Italy was recovering from the war and there was an economic boom. Small factories were springing up all over the place and there was work for all. Blocks of flats were built on the outskirts of towns. The flats were cheap and it was possible to buy them by paying monthly instalments. So Pietro bought a flat at Pestello, on the outskirts of Monte varchi, and, like many other peasants, took a job as a builder’s mate: they were, after all, no strangers to backbreaking toil. At the age of forty-two he began to receive a weekly pay-packet for the first time. Working hours were long and it took him over an hour to reach his workplace. Nevertheless, every weekend Pietro drove up to Casa del Bosco to help us with our small farm. Evidently he was still drawn to the land, and for a few years he lovingly tended our vines and olive trees which he had for so many years tended for his padrone.

    In 1966 I bought a small grey mare, Sheba, and at weekends I rode round the surrounding woods and fields. The locals were amazed to see a woman on horseback, an unheard-of sight in those days: some were even scandalized (‘She rides with her legs apart, has she no sense of shame?). I discovered how beautiful the countryside was and how plentiful were the trails, ideal for trekking. So I decided to give up teaching and set up a riding centre. Having rented an abandoned farmhouse near the village of Rendola, only fifteen minutes’ walk from Casa del Bosco, I bought a few what I now realize were rather nondescript horses and I pronounced the riding centre open. Fortunately the novelty appealed to the local people and the venture proved an instant success. Clients both young and less young flocked to Rendola from all over the Arno valley. Soon the work became too much for one person, so I asked Pietro if he would come and help me at weekends. The clientele continued to grow, so much so that a year later I offered Pietro a permanent job and he accepted.

    Now it is more than thirty years that he and I have been working side by side. With the help of Pietro and later his son Sergio, I managed to create a flourishing business, offering hospitality in my house in addition to the riding. When the need arose Pietro turned out to be a born cook, not only recreating the dishes his mother prepared in his childhood, but inventing new ones as well. His cooking and the stories he tells over the dinner table are quite as much of an attraction as the horses. When Pietro is not in the kitchen he is to be found in the vegetable garden, digging, weeding and planting, always a farmer at heart.

    From the beginning of our friendship I loved hearing about Pietro’s life, and he enjoyed recounting it just as much. He claims, with reason, ‘My generation has had a unique experience: we were born in the Middle Ages and now we are living in the age of computers.’ In fact, no generation has seen such dramatic changes in so short a time. When Pietro was a child in the 1930s, his family lived in conditions of extreme poverty. His mother did the cooking over the fire in the hearth, and that fire was also the sole form of heating for the house. Everything the family ate was produced on the farm and olive-oil lamps were used to see by after dusk. The women would spin wool and hemp from the farm and made clothes for the entire family. It was a way of life that had not changed, except in a few minor aspects, for the last five hundred years.

    Over the years Pietro told me all about his life as a mezzadro -without bitterness, even with a certain nostalgia. He had certainly worked hard, but his labour had brought with it a great deal of satisfaction. At that time there were no other prospects anyway, he had no choice but resign himself to his lot. Moments of leisure were few and therefore all the more to be savoured. Pietro nevertheless found time to play the trumpet and the mouth organ, write songs and poems, read: his favourite book is The Divine Comedy^ which he keeps on his bedside table as others keep the Bible. And notwithstanding his poverty he has always maintained a great sense of humour, as is characteristic of most Tuscans, All the years I have known him Pietro has told stories about knights and brigands or about people he has met in his daily life: the blacksmith, the carter, the shopkeeper, the priest, the basket-maker. Poor folk most of them, and yet the stories are merry ones, such as true Tuscans are wont to tell: they are capable of issuing wisecracks even on their deathbeds. Even when he talks about the Second World War, a period that brought atrocious suffering to the Tuscan people, Pietro manages to recount amusing episodes.

    The more I listened to Pietro the more I began to realize that all this information was of inestimable value, because it belonged to a peasant culture which is rapidly dying. Once Pietro’s generation has passed away we shall no longer have any contacts with the way of life he describes. It risks being lost for ever. Of course there are archives, and other peasants have told their stories before Pietro: but not with his acute powers of observation and his pervading sense of humour. So I bought a tape recorder and together we began to record his life story. He obviously relished the prospect of a wider audience and told his story with renewed gusto. We worked on the tapes during the winter evenings when we had little else to do. Every time we completed a tape my son and I copied it out laboriously on our old typewriter and then put the pages into a folder entitled 'Pietro’s Book’. Years passed, some winters we wrote a lot, others hardly anything: like all people who rise early in the morning we often felt drowsy in the evening and did not feel like getting down to work. Then I bought a computer and the process speeded up. Finally I plucked up courage and began to arrange the material into a book, following more or less a chronological order, I had no trouble in choosing a title: we had already been referring to ‘Pietro's' for years.

    This is, of course, the story of a peasant, not a professor. Historical events are presented from Pietro’s viewpoint, and no doubt there are some inaccuracies, some unconventional interpretations, some biased judgements. But Pietro recounts his version of history and I have tried to be faithful to it and to our main aim, to create a lasting memorial to a way of life that has all but disappeared.

    What will happen when Pietro’s generation passes on? During the 1960s there was a general exodus from the land and Tuscan agriculture is still suffering the consequences. If the government had given more importance to agriculture instead of concentrating on industry, if landowners had had the foresight to occupy themselves more with the wellbeing of the peasants, we wouldn’t be witnessing the state of abandon which characterizes some of the agricultural land of Tuscany today. It is true that by adopting modern business methods most big estates have managed to survive, even to prosper. They have planted big ‘industrial’ vineyards, they have learnt to market their produce, and they have wisely taken advantage of the financial aid provided by the Common Market. As for the farmhouses that have been abandoned by the peasants, they have restored them for agriturismo, that is to say they rent them out to tourists (often at astronomical prices). Other houses have been bought by foreigners and transformed into luxurious homes, usually, though not always, with exquisite taste. Before the influx of foreigners which resulted in the hiking of prices, a certain number of peasants were able to buy their poderi. But they are now growing old, and find it more and more difficult to look after their land. You rarely see anyone less than sixty years old in the countryside: only perhaps at weekends, when their sons, who have already found more lucrative work elsewhere, give them a hand with the pruning and picking.

    When I ride round the more remote areas of the countryside I often see abandoned fields and houses that have fallen into ruin. Where man has retreated the woods invade: the vines are swallowed by the undergrowth and swathes of brambles hang from the olive trees. No one would wish to return to the old mezzadria system, to the poverty and toil that were the peasants’ daily lot. Yet the sight of this land that is no longer loved and tended fills me with melancholy.

    Jenny Bawtree Rendola 2003
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