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Presentation

In the early 1950s, Abriano, a thirty-year-old Milanese of noble origin, escapes the gilded cage in which his family has always shielded him. He decides to go to Canada, to Nova Scotia, to work as a lumberjack. He reaches this radical choice conscious of the fact that only manual labor can grant him dignity as a person and offer him a true role within society.

Thus, we experience an unprecedented perspective: the emigration moving from our country toward the New Continent reaches the most remote regions of North America. Here, Abriano spends hours sawing logs that will become pulpwood and teaching English to some companions from the Veneto region—new settlers like him, in search of a future. He meets men from all over Europe, each carrying a unique story. Abriano collects them all while guarding his own; he even goes as far as concealing his true name, changing it to the more common Adriano.

He lives this new adventure until the day the Canadian authorities deny him a residence permit. He will thus be forced to return home. Alongside this tormented young man, during a crucial age for any man, we cross through the Second World War and see the central decades of the twentieth century illuminated by new scenarios, stories of life and loves, voices, and travels (Portofino, Forte dei Marmi, Capri, Cortina d’Ampezzo, the New York of jazz...).

The American roots of an Italian Gentleman is this and much more. An engaging read with the breadth of a bildungsroman and the charm of a world destined to disappear into the folds of the new millennium. But first and foremost, it is a life testimony that occupied the author until his death in 2013 at the age of eighty-nine.
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The maternal Family Tree of Briano Castelbarco Albani
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Maria Graziella Castelbarco Albani (Briano’s mother)

The Author

Briano di Castelbarco Albani
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Le contenu généré par l’IA peut être incorrect.](Milan, 1924 – Amboise, 2013) published stories in “Inventario” and “Nuovi Argomenti”. Storia poetica di un ultimo gentiluomo is an autobiography in the form of a novel.

The narrative of Briano is deeply rooted in a remarkable family history that serves as a bridge between the American South and the Italian aristocracy. To understand the "Serious Drifter" in the Canadian woods, one must look to the lineage that shaped his spirit.

The Briano’s family maintains a storied connection to Charleston, South Carolina, dating back to the 18th century. Based at the historic Middleton Place, Briano’s ancestors were part of a prestigious transatlantic exchange, marrying into noble Italian families.
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	Middleton Place - Museum

	Arthur, his wife, and his son Henry Middleton




The central figure of this heritage was his grandmother, Virginia Bentivoglio Middleton. Though born in Italy, she carried the pioneering spirit and immense generosity of the Middleton name, leaving an indelible mark on Italian culture and society:

	Animal Welfare Pioneer: Long before it became a common cause, Virginia founded one of Italy's first animal protection associations—a legacy of compassion reflected in Adriano’s own deep empathy for the natural world.
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Le contenu généré par l’IA peut être incorrect.]Patron of the Arts and History: She donated the Fattoria del Ferrale to the town of Vinci on the strict condition that a museum be established in the Tower of Leonardo da Vinci—a condition the town honored, preserving the link between her family and the Renaissance master. 


	Architect of Memory: Virginia and her husband, Pompeo Masetti, created, in the 19th century, the monumental Porte Sante Cemetery at the historic Abbey of San Miniato al Monte in Florence. As a widow Virginia, in the 20th, donated their creation of the Porte Sante Cemetery to the townhall of Florence.


Virginia....... 

The family’s spiritual and historical ties are equally profound: Virginia’s mother, Beatrice Cini, was the niece of Pope Leo XIII, the inspirator of Pope Leo XIV. Her father, Henry Bentivoglio Van Ness Middeton, famously defended the family’s estate against Northern forces during the conflicts at Middleton Place. It is also remarkable that Briano is related to Clement XI, Pope Albani, through his father’s family.

In 1991, the circle of history was completed when Briano returned to Charleston for the 200th Anniversary of Middleton Place. In a ceremony covered by the American press, he planted a tree on the estate, symbolically re-rooting his family in the American soil their ancestors had helped settle. 

He carried with him a lifelong affinity for the cultural heartbeat of the American South. In his memories, he attended churches in the 1950s, recalling the profound impact of the gospel and jazz he experienced there—a passion for the spirit and sound of Middleton’s world that he cherished throughout his life.

This memoir is the work of a man who was, at once, a humble lumberjack in the North and the guardian of a legacy stretching from the Middleton Place to the museum of Leonardo da Vinci, in Vinci, a few  miles away from Florence.
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THE AMERICAN ROOTS OF AN ITALIAN GENTLEMAN

Translated from the original book Storia Poetica di un Ultimo Gentiluomo of the same author

To Marion, 

faithful, loving, incomparable messenger of the gods.

Virginia, 

my grandmother, an enlightened woman of great civil and religious commitment.

The Middleton Place ,

and to all the people who created this place with their hearts and work, leaving for us harmony and peace between continents.
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I began this book in the autumn of 1954 in Montréal; I wrote it at various times in a couple of other locations on the American continent, the rest in Europe, on the family estate, in Chianti, then in Florence, and finally in France. Its drafting, maturation, and evolution engaged me for more than fifty years. I am no novice with a frantic urge to publish, as there are hundreds today. Finally, I believe this work of mine can represent a bridge between the "nearly-past" and posterity. Posterity needs those of the "nearly-past" still alive, just as they need posterity to safeguard their stories.

Briano

––––––––
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I.  THE CALL OF THE NORTH
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He had stopped the car in the middle of the road. 

"See that shack on the other side of the bridge?" the man at the wheel said. 

"That’s where the trucks going up to the camps stop. The Scaler should be there." 

Abriano took his suitcase and his mountain rucksack. As soon as he got out, he set them on the ground. 

"Many thanks," he said. 

The light-blue Ford drove off, leaving the main road for a secondary path, and disappeared behind the curve beyond the hill. In the silence of the countryside, the throb of the eight cylinders could be distinguished as it picked up speed.

Abriano set off on foot. Further down, through the branches and leaves of the birches, the bridge was visible—a long, thin tongue of iron supported by a trestle, where cars moved in alternating directions. Before crossing, he pulled to one side and waited for a car that had entered from the other end: an old black Chevrolet. In those parts, the cars were Fords, Chevrolets, or Dodges—solid vehicles for unpaved, stony roads riddled with potholes.

He walked across the wooden planking beneath the high, gray iron framework. He thought that being able to speak English was a great stroke of luck for him. He had first experienced this during the war, after the front had passed through. He slowed down; the suitcase's rope handle was sawing into his fingers, causing pain. Inside were those books he would perhaps never read. He set it down on the pebbles that car tires gathered from the dirt road, only to abandon them on the bridge. He looked down. The large bed of the stream was dry, despite the mid-summer rains and the fact that the beginning of winter was not far off. He wrapped his handkerchief around the handle, and it went better.

The shack was a wooden square not far from the end of the bridge. It appeared covered in light brown tarred cardboard with markings intended to imitate a brick wall. An angled stovepipe emerged from the roof, and no noise came from inside. The man sitting on the bench, his back against the wall, had already raised his face from his newspaper when Abriano appeared on the road.

"Good morning." 

"Good morning, sir." 

"I need to go to Camp Five. They told me at the Innis office to come here, that I would find trucks headed up that way." 

"Yes. One should be by shortly. He went to unload two miles from here. Have you come to work in the bush?"

"Yes." 

"Coming from Sydney?" 

"No, from Montreal." 

"Where are you from?" 

"From Florence, Italy." 

"Ah, you’re Italian. How long have you been in this country?" 

"Over a month." 

"Where did you learn English so well?" 

"Back home, in school. And I practiced with the Allied military. I met some Canadians during the war: great people. I still have the address of a doctor from Hamilton; he ran the hospital they had set up in my house in the country. A very kind person. I hope to be able to visit him before leaving Canada." 

"Why don't you sit down?" 

"Thank you."

"The truck should be here any moment. I have a brother who was in the army during the war." 

"In Italy?" 

"No, he stayed in Holland for two years after the occupation. He works in Toronto now."

The sound of a vehicle began to be heard. The man listened. 

"This is a truck coming down from the camps." 

They went out onto the road. From behind a curve above, a truck heralded its arrival, braking the descent with its engine. It appeared loaded with logs and, descending toward the main road, slowly passed in front of them. A medium-capacity blue Ford with a handsome, aerodynamic cab—perhaps a late model. The engine stopped revving so hard, and after cautiously making a sharp turn onto the main road, it came toward them and stopped in front of the shack.

There were two men on board. 

"Good to see you, Willy," said the man at the wheel. 

"Still here?" 

"The hill air was doing me no good." 

"You've got a nice load, four cord?" 

"About."

The barked logs—light-colored, cylindrical, short—were loaded crosswise and rose higher than the cab. The wood appeared dry and smooth. The two men entered the shack along with the Scaler. One spoke, and the others laughed. These were the Fords that his uncle, as a civilian, had driven as a chauffeur. Later in Ethiopia, after the campaign, he had owned them—before the British occupation and the five years spent trying to survive hunger behind the barbed wire of a British prison camp at the foot of Mount Kenya. Running on gasoline must have cost an arm and a leg. They hadn't discovered the economy of diesel in those parts yet, nor was gasoline cheap.

The man from the shack began to measure with a numbered stick along the side of the load, moving it vertically and then horizontally. With blue chalk, he wrote FOUR-THIRTY on the side of a log.

"How’s it going up there?" 

"Not too bad." 

"The white one heading up passed by." 

"Yes, we saw the pickup stopped at Camp Three." 

"He said the office wants the logs sawed with greater precision. Either they’re too short or too long."

The driver had crouched down and was glancing at the suspension. He said, 

"Maybe they don't know what measurement they want." 

He stood up and walked toward them, looking as if he wanted to add something; instead, he looked at Abriano, who was a stranger to him, and climbed into the cab. 

"See you, Willy." 

"Goodbye, Fred."

The truck moved off and shortly after entered the bridge. 

"Who knows what those others are doing," the Scaler said. 

They went back inside and sat down. 

"This is a nice little spot." 

"When the cold comes, you light the stove and it's not half bad. What's it like in Italy in the winter?" 

"It depends on the place. In the North, it's much colder than in the South. In Milan, it usually snows in the winter. Milan is at about the same latitude as Montreal, but it's protected by the Alps, whereas here there are no mountains to shield against the polar winds. Florence, which is in the Center, has both heat and cold." 

"Here in Nova Scotia, we’re lucky. After British Columbia, we have the best climate in Canada. So they say. It doesn't get too cold in the winter." 

"I'm glad to hear it." 

"Did you land in Montreal?" 

"No. I came from the United States." 

"Did you work there?" 

"No, I traveled around a bit."

The rattling of an empty vehicle could be heard from afar. 

"That should be him." 

They went out and the Scaler signaled. There were already three in the cab. The driver in a white t-shirt and a blue-visored cap was young. 

"Which camp are you headed to?" 

"Number Five." 

"There's this man going to Five. Will you take him with you?" 

"All right." 

"You're in luck; they're going up to Five." 

"Good."

Abriano threw his gear up and climbed onto the flatbed, which had no sides. He pushed his suitcase against the wooden partition behind the cab and placed his rucksack on top of it. 

"Thank you. Goodbye." 

"Goodbye."

The last crossbar of the partition reached his chest. 

"O.K.?" a voice asked him from below. The driver’s head was waiting, leaning slightly out of the window. 

"Yes." He held on. 

"See you," the driver said to the Scaler. 

The man on the ground raised a finger, smiling at the others in the cab. The truck started up and, shortly after, made a sharp, dry turn, attacking the incline while empty and rigid. They passed higher up in front of the shack; the Scaler had gone back inside. After the curve, the speed and the jolting increased. Without looking, he braced his feet and knees against the luggage and held on tighter. They were flying along the narrow dirt road, midway up the slope of the hillside meadows, while the driver made it his mission to avoid the potholes without slowing down. He tried to glance around while attempting to button the collar of his raincoat with one hand against the wind. Everything was green. From below on the left, a valley stretched upward, bending and narrowing as it moved away between the wooded hills until it disappeared into its own curve. The valley floor was also wooded, but large clearings and bright cultivated squares appeared within it. It had been an age since he had traveled on the flatbed of a truck. Behind him, just beyond the bridge that was still barely visible, squeezed between shores made dark green by fir trees, the sea looked like a portion of a lake. The driver braked suddenly for a deeper pothole and picked up again without shifting gears; the engine’s RPMs were insufficient, and the driveshaft vibrated loudly. He watched a section of it spin between the planking and the cab. The driver didn’t honk at the turns. 

They had approached a varied route at high speed, currently descending among young beeches and birches, while, planted with legs wide, he felt at one with the machine. The man didn't drive poorly. Suddenly, they came face to face with a loaded truck heading up; the wheels skidded, locked on the stony ground, and the two drivers crossed each other, exchanging greetings with a blast of the horn. Now they were truly climbing along the path that must have been opened recently, without it being necessary any longer to duck to dodge a branch. 

Birches, elms, and light-colored, colorful beeches had become rare and then disappeared, while only the firs remained.

On the road, which was level again, they were now going fast. Abriano held on with one hand, the other in his pocket against the cold, glancing around occasionally in the wind. The wheels of the vehicles had marked parallel tracks on the yellowish, hardened ground of the road that vanished at the horizon. Dry, uprooted stumps overturned among the stones and boulders lined the path in front of the thicket of arid firs.

At the camp, there were Italians who had recently immigrated. He would be useful to someone. None of them understood English, and in Montreal, a company executive had told him that he would serve as an interpreter in addition to being a woodsman, as he desired. The vehicle reached the crest of a hill, revealing another landscape. Abriano saw miles of track thinning out, disappearing and reappearing beyond the summits of low hills dark with firs, until losing itself behind the ridge of a higher knoll. All around, he saw the thick, uninhabited forest, knowing that a great distance now separated them from the sea on every side. During the descent between the hills, he kept his legs springy against the jolts and, as they dropped quickly following the only human trace extending toward the horizon, he wondered why it gave him pleasure to travel it. Perhaps because they were about to meet and thus reunite with those who were working to open it. It struck him as a thought worth noting, but since writing up there was impossible, and he would likely forget it shortly anyway, he tried to enjoy it, clinging to the truck that sped and shook beneath him in the wind. 

The road no longer followed the ridges of the plateau but climbed among the firs. The driver slowed down at the sight of a wooden shack resting on short poles. At the door, a man in a white apron greeted them with a nod. Further in, in the thinned-out woods, they caught a glimpse of other shacks, and along the road, they left behind two men walking in the same direction; the shorter one, carrying an axe, raised his arm in response to those in the cab. They had traveled several miles and passed three camps similar to the first. They had transited past a column-style gasoline pump, so antiquated it reminded him of his childhood, with the cylindrical storage tank that should have been buried resting instead on the ground. 

He had seen an unknown machine resembling a mantis, perhaps useful for building roads, and a few stationary vehicles.

The stacks of light-colored, barked logs were now becoming longer and more frequent at the sides of the road. His ears ached from the cold; the skin of his face had become hard and dry.

Suddenly, they were at the camp. The truck had slowed down, arriving at a clearing, and there it stopped. The forest surrounded them on all sides. Abriano jumped to the ground and pulled down his luggage. The three from the cab had also gotten out. 

"Many thanks." 

"You're welcome." 

"You are an excellent driver." The other smiled, pulling out a packet of rolling papers along with tobacco and giving a nod. 

"No thanks; I'm sorry, I don't even have a cigarette to offer you." 

"It doesn’t matter." 

"I don't smoke anymore." 

"Lucky you."

One of the three walked toward the lower end of the clearing toward a shack larger and longer than the others, exchanging joking words in an incomprehensible French with two young men leaning against the door. The driver and the other man took the opposite direction toward a smaller shack standing on stilts. Abriano followed them. The door at the top of the wooden stairs was open. 

"May I?" 

Someone turned around; the others continued talking to a man standing behind a counter. The driver and the others left. There remained the man behind a small wooden bench and another, sprawled in a barrel reduced to a seat next to a window. 

"I am that new Italian who was supposed to arrive today, whom Mr. Meyer might have told you about." 

"Yes. He told me." The man calmly sorted the papers scattered on the small bench and arranged some pads on a shelf behind him. 

"I think you’ll need blankets and the rest." The man sitting in the barrel observed him. The other came out from behind the bench, pulled four blankets from a cardboard box on the floor, and, one by one, laid them on Abriano's arm. 

"They are clean, or at most have been used only once. You’ll find the mattress on the bunk. Every bunk has its mattress. If it’s not there, take it from someone who has more than one." 

"Yes, sir." 

"I think you’ll be staying with the Italians." 

"Yes." 

"It's the last shack on the right, at the end. Where the car is." 

They had come to the door. 

"I understand. Many thanks." 

Abriano took the rucksack and the suitcase and went down the steps. 

"If you want to come along, in half an hour I’m going to measure some wood in the forest where some Italians are working." 

"I’ll certainly come. I’ll put my things down and be right back." 

"There’s no hurry. In half an hour." 

"Alright." 

He walked across the clearing alongside some shacks on the right. The first two blankets on his arm were green, and underneath them were a gray one and a brown one. No one was to be seen around. The ground was dry and in some places had hardened with tire tracks and footprints. Abriano stepped on wood chips mixed with shreds of bark; on the right, a stack of logs had given way on one side and half-collapsed. Almost all the shacks had their doors wide open, and among them he recognized his own, between the penultimate one and the forest. It also rested on short poles that isolated it from the ground and, like the others, was covered in faded grayish-brown tarred cardboard held in place by nailed vertical wooden slats. When he was in front of the entrance, he read a chalk inscription almost erased on the wall beside the door: VILLA BRUNA 69, ITALY. 

He felt at home. He climbed the small wooden ladder and entered; there was no one. Iron bunk beds were placed in various positions in the room, some end-to-end, others lined up against the walls. A cast-iron stove on four legs occupied the center, the pipe rising and disappearing through the roof. Used terrycloth towels, socks, and unwashed garments hung from ropes stretched between the roof trusses. 

The stench was considerable. He moved toward a bunk bed he saw was free in the corner on the right at the back of the room. Blankets hung down from various beds, but for the most part, they were tucked in. He passed between the stove and a bench, and proceeding through the bunks, he squeezed between two sets.

On the lower frame of the one he had chosen against the wall, there was a small mattress in the gray-green color of the American army.

He put it on the upper frame, which lacked one, and began to make the bed. He smiled, imagining the comments of his friends left behind in Italy upon seeing him in that place; without sheets or a pillow, to boot. He was satisfied with the location of the bunk, with the window beside it. The window, fairly small, was nailed shut and could not be opened. Through the glass, he saw a track trailing off among sparse fir trunks, some dry and broken. There were two enameled iron basins and a bucket on a rustic table next to the entrance door, large suitcases under the bunks, and, higher up, bunks supported by side poles resting on the trusses. He had bought a suitcase that wouldn't stand out, even though there were almost beautiful ones in there, some covered in canvas, leaving his own—with Scandinavian labels and others from some grand Italian hotel—in Montreal. He looked for a nail on which to hang his raincoat. Beyond the open door, the clearing of packed earth was illuminated by the afternoon sun, and everything around was in silence.
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II.  THE SHACKS OF NORTH RIVER
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He approached the shack that served as the office. The man who had given him the blankets—the "foreman," as the driver had called him—was reading a magazine, sitting on the bunk, on the lower level of a bunk bed, his feet on the floor. The other man was still sitting in the barrel, his hatchet beside him leaning against the wall. 

"Here I am." 

"Yes, we'll go in a moment."

Silence returned. On the windowsill and on the floor, tattered magazines were scattered, almost all without covers. He caught sight of one, an issue of Time from several months prior. 

"What part of Italy do you come from?" asked the man in the barrel with a French-Canadian accent. 

"Florence." 

"How many languages do you speak?" 

"Four. But poorly." 

"You speak English perfectly." 

"Not perfectly, but it's the one I know best." 

"Which languages can you speak?" 

"English, French, German, and Spanish. French poorly, German and Spanish very poorly; but they understand me."

The seated man—legs crossed and light green rubber boots fastened with laces over baggy gray trousers—wore a greenish canvas windbreaker over a military shirt buttoned at the neck; on his head, he had a limp, faded cap with a shiny visor, tilted back. His long and slightly crooked nose, with the tip just barely upturned, passed between two black, skeptical eyes that a few days' beard and a rather wide mouth, stretched in a naturally ironic smile, did not make unkind. 

"Vous êtes canadien français?" 

"Oui."

The foreman, meanwhile, had gone behind the bench and returned with a quadrangular wooden stick marked with notches and numbers, similar to the one the Scaler had down at the bridge. He said to the French-Canadian: 

"I'm going to measure the work of those Frenchmen who are leaving tomorrow." 

"Yes," replied the man in the barrel, remaining seated.

They left the camp in the afternoon sun, the foreman in front and Abriano behind. Then, suddenly, the man entered the woods. They proceeded along a fairly wide passage, traversing which Abriano noted that, scattered in the ground, there remained the stumps of trees, now cut, of small and medium size. 

"Through this passage, they bring the wood out with horses," the foreman said. 

A bird resembling a magpie flew straight toward them and came to perch very close by without any fear. It watched them pass and then move away. The man stopped to listen. 

"You could hear them just a moment ago."

They resumed walking. He was a man of measured ways and movements. He stepped over obstacles on the ground in a calm, correct, simple manner. Now the axe blows seemed near. 

"Are they the Italians?" 

"It should be them. You can see they've never done this work, but they learn quickly." 

"Truly, I think they must know this trade." 

"No, no one does, for this. But they are good boys. It can’t be easy for them."

They continued through the increasingly sparse woods. Six or seven men suddenly appeared along a passage, some kneeling to re-saw some stumps closer to the ground. The tallest one was delivering great axe blows to a trunk. They were young and dressed like workers in Italy. They stopped working. 

"How is it going, boys?" asked the foreman. 

"Eh, gut, gut. Not bad." 

"Hello boys, I’m Italian." 

"Ah, you’re Italian! How come you’re in these parts?" 

"Yes, I’ve come to work here, as a woodsman. How is it?" 

"Eh, tough, tough. You’ve come here to be a woodcutter too!" 

"Use the 'tu' with me, please; we'll be working together anyway." "Ah, it’s ugly here, you know. We didn't think it would be like this." 

"But had you done this work in Italy?" 

"Yes, yes. But here it’s tougher and you earn little." 

"Where are you from?" 

"We’re Trevigiani. From the province of Treviso." 

"Good heavens; now we'll keep each other company."

"We don't know the language. We don't understand each other." 

"I know it, I know it. Now we'll understand each other. And then things will go better!" 

"Let's hope, let's hope."

The foreman turned to him. 

"I have to continue. If you want, stay here." 

"No, I’ll come with you. Goodbye, boys; see you later." 

"Goodbye, goodbye."

They resumed the path through the woods, again in silence, again in single file. Abriano thought of the Italians. A man appeared from a bush. 

"Where is the wood of those who are leaving?" the foreman asked him. 

"Further down," the other said, pointing. 

"We're leaving tomorrow morning too. We'd like you to measure ours too." 

"If you had told me this morning, I would have measured it. It's not possible now. I have to measure theirs. I’ll measure yours tomorrow."

They arrived near two stacks of freshly sawed and barked logs. The foreman looked around in case there were others. He placed the stick horizontally against the side of the stack, moving it to measure its length, then he leaned it again, this time vertically, moving it to read the height, the notches, and the numbers. He noted the data in a small book, then with red chalk, he wrote 1.5 and the date on a log. Then he circled the heart of another log in red: it appeared dark. 

"This one is no good. It’s rotten inside." 

Before proceeding, with the chalk, he made marks on some logs, which emitted different sounds from one another when touched.

They measured four other stacks along the recently opened passage until they met one of the woodcutters. He was barking a log supported on a wooden sawhorse. He was using a slightly curved blade with wooden handles at its ends. He barked by cutting with both hands toward himself, the bark brown on the outside, pink on the inside; the strips fell, discovering the yellowish white of the wood. His work overalls had become harder than cardboard from the dried resin that had cracked in the folds. A few meters from there, the gap ended and the forest appeared intact. 

"Do you have more stacks somewhere?" the foreman asked. 

"Yes, there are four along the wide passage that goes to the camp, ahead on the left. It’ll be about five cord." 

"Those Frenchmen working near here want to leave tomorrow morning too." 

"I believe so." 

"I certainly can't measure their wood tonight. They’re telling me now. They’ll be leaving sometime tomorrow. Tonight I have to finish measuring yours."

The other man had resumed barking, and they were returning by the same way. 

"Is this tree no good for cutting?" Abriano asked, pointing to a birch left standing among the fir stumps. 

"No. It’s no good as pulpwood."

Three men appeared and approached with a certain arrogance. Among them was the one met before. 

"He says he can't measure our wood." 

The foreman continued walking, followed by the others, and stopped reluctantly. 

"If you had warned me before, yes. Even if you had told me this morning, I could have measured it. Now it’s too late." 

"We have to go away tomorrow morning. It’ll only be six or seven cord." 

"I can't tonight," the foreman said, resuming his walk. 

"I have to finish measuring the wood of those who are leaving tomorrow. It’s already three-thirty now." 

The three followed him, insisting, and the foreman appeared a little uneasy. Finally, they withdrew. They had come out onto a wider passage, taken a left, and the afternoon sun was behind them. 

"They come and tell me now. I’m not at their beck and call at all hours." 

"Indeed." 

"And later it would be a precedent and everyone would want to be measured at the last minute. Then it’s not just a matter of measuring; there are all the calculations to do, and preparing the cards and pay-sheets takes time."

He was measuring the last of the four stacks. The stick barely resonated in the silence as it touched the wood. He observed the foreman while he took the measurements, marked, and wrote in the book. A bird emitted a graceless and dull call. He couldn't manage to see it. 

"I think we're set."

They resumed walking along the passage. They passed another stack without stopping. 

"Not this one?" They paused. 

"No. This one was cut at the beginning of the summer." 

"Ah yes, I see now, it’s already been marked." 

"See how dry the wood is? Feel how light it is? You can see even from the color that it’s wood cut in the summer. Moreover, when the tree was felled in the heat, the bark comes away easily. Look there." 

On the ground next to the stack was a pile of semi-open brown bark of the same length as the logs—sleeves that had come away whole with a single longitudinal incision. 

"It wasn't necessary to bark them with a blade. You can see the difference between the two types of wood also by the lack of inner secondary bark strips: they remain attached to the logs peeled with the knife."

He imitated the foreman and picked up a log. It was truly light. He caught up to him, and they walked without talking for a while. 

"If someone gets lost in here, what should they do to get out? At school, they told us that to find north in the woods, you had to observe the trunks of the trees. The dampest side indicates north; but I haven't been able to orient myself much by that." 

"Neither have I, truly," the foreman said. 

They stepped over a fallen fir across the passage. 

"I don't know any rules for getting out of the forest once lost. The best thing is to stay where you are until people come looking for you. If you keep walking to find the way, you get lost more and more because you have no points of reference. And since there's a tendency to bend to the right instead of going straight, you keep turning, moving further away. A few years ago someone got lost and they never found him. It was snowing and there was a blizzard, though."

The sound of a truck could be heard. They must have been not far from the camp. They came out onto the road with its hard ground; a truck could be seen in the distance maneuvering on the clearing of the camp, and they had emerged from the woods at a different point from where they had entered on the way out. The foreman continued to the left toward the office. Abriano had stopped at the beginning of the clearing. The camp, with its slightly sloping ground, showed itself surrounded by firs. Opposite, along the lower side, the trees stood thicker and greener. Toward the uphill side, however, behind him and even all the way down there on the right, beside and behind his shack, the forest had been thinned and appeared arid. One entered the camp at the point furthest from where the Italians' shack was, and standing on the elevated spot where the slightly sloping access road became the clearing where he now stood, Abriano saw above the trees the boundless expanse of firs illuminated by the sun, which, following the undulation of the invisible ground, formed the landscape of low, uninhabited hills and the horizon.

Beside the barracks—by far the largest structure—toward the lower part of the clearing, stood a small, square wooden building with walls made of thick, dense metal mesh, built high upon tall poles.

He moved across the clearing to observe it up close. Inside, sides of beef, forequarters and hindquarters, and bovine loins were hanging. He was thirsty and approached the wide-open door of the large shack. A man with his head uncovered, dressed as a cook, was leaning against a table opposite him, talking with a kitchen hand. He entered. To the left were very long fir-wood tables, already set without tablecloths.

"Do you have some water to drink, please?" 

"Sure," the man said, straightening up. 

He took a ladle and moved toward an open side door, signaling for Abriano to follow. They stopped just outside on the clearing, next to a large, almost entirely buried barrel full of clear water, in which a few black specks appeared suspended. The man gave him the ladle full of water. 

"Just arrived?" 

"Yes." 

"How does it look to you around here?" 

"Magnificent." 

"Ah, you like it." 

"It’s a beautiful place."

The man resembled a broker from his hometown who had made a lot of money right after the war—and the more he earned, the more he spent on merriment—who had taught him how to ride a motorcycle on one of those powerful ones he changed every three months, and who drove sometimes losing banknotes from his pockets; now he had less money than before but remained likeable.

"Have you come to be a woodcutter?" 

"Yes."

"Where are you from?" 

"From Italy." 

"You’re Italian. You speak good English." 

The cook was tall, middle-aged, with a good-natured way about him. Every so often, he would wink while speaking. 

"There are several Italians here. Nice boys. I like Italians. We’ll see each other again," he said, and went back into the kitchen.

To reach his shack, he passed near two elderly men sawing wood on a sawhorse. The small one was almost old and rather thin; the other was tall and large. He greeted them. 

"Have you come to stay here?" the small man asked. 

"Yes." 

"Are you the new foreman?" 

"No, no. I’ve come to cut in the woods." 

"Ah, is that so. Where are you living? In which shack?" 

"In the Italians’ one. That one there." 

"Are you Italian?" 

"Yes, I’m Italian." 

"But you speak English well." 

"I get by."

The large man was holding the big saw and couldn't wait for the other to finish talking. 

"You’ll be in good company. They’re good boys, and it’s a shame they don't know the language. Now with you, they’ll be happy." 

"I hope so."

The two resumed sawing. The surrounding ground was covered with wood fragments and pieces of trunk split with an axe. In the shack, he opened his suitcase. Inside, beneath a few lifted garments, were sheets of paper, pads, and notebooks. Under the tourist brochures of well-known places in the United States, road maps, the map of Manhattan, and stationery items, he caught sight of the books occupying the bottom. He wouldn't take out his pajamas—probably no one wore them in there—and one could sleep in a t-shirt and underwear just as well. He closed it without having extracted anything. It was past five-thirty. Under the bunk next to him were rubber boots. He needed heavy boots and thick wool socks, and perhaps a jacket.
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III.  THE GEOGRAPHY OF SILENCE
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He heard voices and footsteps approaching. The door swung open, and from the bright outside, two young men entered. The first had stopped next to the table near the door; the other had gone to a bunk. They were not among those he had met in the woods. 

"Hello." 

"Just get here today?" 

"Yes, this morning. What’s it like here?" 

"Bad, bad," said the one who was already washing in the basin on the table.

A third man entered through the open door with a hatchet on his shoulder, and out on the clearing, Abriano saw others who were coming. They entered. They were not the ones he had met earlier. They scattered through the shack amidst the thuds of boots and tools, sitting on the lower bunks, talking and shouting while standing; they went out, came back in, and slammed the door, which would swing open again. They appeared tired, irritated, arguing about cut wood and hours of work. Two of them had given him a glance from a distance; most had no way or time to see him.

The ones he had spoken with in the woods entered now. They, too, had a decisive manner as they set down their gear, moved about, and argued while waiting their turn for the basins, then heading back out; only one of them approached for a moment to hear what he was saying. On the threshold of the open door, someone turned to shout something back inside before jumping down the steps. There was a commotion, and everyone tried to get out as fast as they could. "What’s happening?" Abriano asked. 

"It’s time to eat," said the one from the next bunk, pulling a sweater from inside the bed and slipping it on as he hurried toward the door. 

Everyone was rushing across the clearing. From every shack, men were coming out headed for the same place. In front of him, from his shack all the way to the mess hall, a disorderly line preceded him, running. For the last stretch of the clearing, he was left alone.

When he entered, everyone was seated and eating along two parallel long tables that stretched all the way to the back of the large room, where everyone produced noise and movement. He advanced slowly down the middle, covering a good portion of the length, scanning both sides, then turned back, continuing to look for a space between the backs, facing all those eyes that he felt were upon him. He squeezed in by stepping over the bench of the right-hand table and sitting between two men who barely moved aside. He felt uneasy raising his gaze to observe his neighbors. The table was strewn with aluminum and white enameled metal basins containing coarse stew, potatoes, large cubes of cooked ham, carrots, and slices of sandwich bread. His plate was blue bakelite, flanked by stamped metal cutlery, with a white cylindrical enameled iron cup in front of him. Arms reached out to grab the dishes. He began to take something: bread, some stew, ham, beets. 

He sat between two Canadians; across from him, many were Canadians; quite a bit further down were Italians. He asked them to pass things, and they handed them to him in silence, with kindness and speed. He sensed eyes upon him. Before realizing it, he had filled his plate and continued to accumulate food without starting to eat. The Canadian on his left, a man in his fifties, had placed a metallic enameled pitcher in front of him without him asking—one of those old-fashioned washstand types—full of tea with milk. 

Abriano thanked him cordially; the pitcher was heavy, he poured too much into the cup, and returned it. He began to chew. The food struggled to go down his esophagus. Everyone ate without speaking, only an occasional quick voice making a request. Predominating was the sound of forks and spoons hitting the synthetic plates rapidly, scraping the basins, and knives dividing the meat. 

Every so often, he cast a glance at the others. Almost always someone was peeking at him while eating quickly, Italians included, and he caught an allusive smile between two Canadians. He wondered what those two had to look at and smile about; but he knew very well. Despite his attempts to erase the traces of his polite manners, he had not managed to go unnoticed.

His sincere and honest effort to camouflage himself, his long-standing attempt to strip off a mantle he considered outdated, juxtaposed, and useless, were in vain, even though he strove for it with all his might even now, to the point of being unable to swallow. In boarding school, in public places where he had to live with his peers, they immediately noticed his different formal upbringing, and making himself forgotten cost time and pain. Even after a long while, one was still not held in much account. Now the two were no longer smiling, and one of them was asking for a dish. Someone else was still looking at him, but without smiling. The cook followed the progress of the meal from a distance, and the kitchen hands moved along the tables bringing food or moving it to give to those who requested it. He wanted two potatoes, but the basins were empty. There were still carrots, but they were hard. He was sweating.

He looked around the table for the cake the others had eaten; the trays were empty. He stopped one of the kitchen hands and asked him in a low voice about the dessert. The attendant left, looking along the tables, and finally took something from one end of the other long table. He set a low-rimmed aluminum round in front of him with a leftover slice of cake. The slice was covered in a green-yellow jelly simulating the presence of lemon. It wasn't good. They had begun to stand up, in increasing numbers, taking their plate, cutlery, and cup with them, carrying them to the back on the left behind the corner toward the kitchen, then exiting from the opposite side through the large door open to the clearing. Some remained seated, still eating. The Italians were talking loudly and joking, laughing now at a remark. He looked at them with an amused face.

The cook approached him from the other side of the table, smiling at him with a few missing teeth: 

"How is it?" 

"Excellent dinner! Exquisite." 

"You liked it?" 

"Very good." 

The cook lifted his hands from the table, drawing himself up, and said in his own language to those remaining: 

"Come on, boys!" 

Everyone understood and speeded up. He too stood up and followed those heading toward the kitchen. Behind the corner were five large oval galvanized sheet metal basins, placed in a row inside a long wooden sink resembling a manger, and a bin on the ground. At his turn, he scraped away the remaining leftovers into the bin and put the plate, the cutlery, and the cup each into the designated basins, now almost full; then he headed for the exit.

Outside it was still light. The fir trees prevented seeing the disc of the setting sun. Men were moving across the clearing or standing still according to some post-meal habit. His spirit began to relax after the first steps out of the mess hall. He stopped in the evening air. Voices of young Anglo-Canadians came from one side of the camp. Some of them were moving noisily around a stationary car. Another came running out of a shack shouting something, joined them, and after a brief discussion with the man at the wheel, squeezed inside. The car started suddenly, low, the wheels skidding and spinning without regard for the roughness of the ground, bouncing over the clearing and, having taken the slightly uphill road, disappeared with its noise behind the trees. 

Abriano set off toward his dwelling. Voices came from inside some of the other shacks. He recognized no Italians around except for the two sitting on a large trunk in front of his shack. The door was wide open; inside they had lit a lamp, and it was full of people. The two on the trunk were sharpening their saw blades with a file. They were like the ones he had seen during the day and before dinner when everyone had returned from work. They resembled the bows in certain ancient bas-reliefs or painted on some Greek vase. The blade was low and taut between the ends of the arched iron tube that showed traces of a remote orange tint.

The two were filing intently with the triangular file, tooth after tooth. "Is it difficult working with these saws?" 

"You just have to get the hang of it a bit," replied the one with the less fair skin, wearing a dark red sleeveless sweater, who appeared the most intent and least sociable. 

"Damn it, you can't even file these wretched teeth!" said the other, blond and in shirt sleeves. He had a finer face than the first. 

"Come on, you’re just not capable. Just give it a little. Just a tiny bit." "I'm giving it just a tiny bit, damn it, and after an hour of work in the woods, it doesn't cut a damn thing anymore, it doesn't cut, damn it!" The other took the saw from him and showed him his way of sharpening.

Inside they were arguing. He stayed outside for a bit, then slowly climbed the steps. The kerosene lamp illuminated nearly the middle of the room, hanging from a nail driven into the side of the lower joist of a truss. Below, the stove struggled to burn the thick logs, still too long to be able to close the door. They were sitting on the only bench, and on the lower bunks closest to the stove, others standing were following the conversation. He stayed behind them. To one side, reclining on his side on the upper bed of his bunk, a curly blond young man with a khaki shirt was cleaning his nails with the tip of a piece of iron. As Abriano watched him, he exploded at one of those below: 

"What are you cutting, for God's sake, you’re not even capable of cutting your own beard, you’re not capable, for God's sake!" The voices rose; someone laughed; the one addressed, having stood up, responded to the others and to the one on the bunk who had resumed tending to his nails. Those present induced him to sit down. Once again they talked of wood, hours of work, and pay. Others, uninvolved in the argument, were chatting on their own in the shack. A certain shyness prevented him from pushing through and reaching his bunk where he could have been more comfortable and unnoticed. The light was dimming. One man climbed onto the bench and lowered the lamp by its bulging, chrome-plated tank, placing it on the seat. From the first quick pumps, the light from the mantle became brilliant again. 

"Come on, that’s enough, damn it!" 

"I want to see well, damn it. My beautiful girl must see my face well." "Your beautiful girl is in bed with the priest now." 

"Yours is in bed with the priest," said the one about to put the lamp back up. 

"Come on, damn it," shouted a tall man with brown hair sitting with his back to the wall on the second level of a bunk, 

"Hang that lamp up, I need to write." 

He had short wavy hair, a more mature appearance and manner, and was writing on a pad of light-blue stationery. Abriano took advantage of the movement caused by the one stepping down from the bench after rehanging the lamp to ask to pass through. He felt eyes upon him, but the conversation was not so exhausted as to distract those present. Now he was next to his bunk, in the shadows. A terrycloth towel hanging from a rope shielded the direct light from the lamp hanging from the other truss further away, toward the entrance. The conversation had regained its liveliness. He was glad to have chosen that secluded bunk. He stood and leaned his elbows on his own and the bunk next to it, where he noticed the blond man who had been filing the saw outside was now reading. He was his bunk neighbor. He had recognized his face with its delicate features, but supported by a rustic and robust constitution. He was reading a letter.

The door opened and two Italians entered, both of medium height, dark-haired, the first with a lean face and older than the others. He was particularly well received and immediately started talking with a rapid phrasing from the bench where they had made room for him. Someone was calling him from under a bunk: 

"Aldo. Hey, Aldo!" 

"Yes, wait," and he continued to tell in a dense dialect an event that had happened, occasionally reproducing snippets of the conversation he'd had with someone. 

He reminded Abriano of those seniors in boarding school who had, or seemed to have, a personality and who started telling stories addressed to only one of those present without apparently caring about the others. Some had moved closer to hear better. The second man who had entered was chatting while standing with someone from the shack. The curly blond lying on his high bunk had ceased cleaning his nails and was listening to the conversation below with his head dangling in space. His own bunk neighbor had begun composing a letter after asking for a blue sheet and an envelope from the other writer. Aldo, the one who had recently entered, was in his thirties and was now talking about the French-Canadian foreman: 

"He’s a good man, he is. I speak to him in French, and he’s all happy. This morning, he took us down to the end of the road; here at the end of the road, at the big turn, where the tractor opened the road for you..." 

"Yes," someone said to a listener who seemed not to understand, "where we barked those three cord for the Canadians..." 

"I understand, yes." 

"And you even cut yourself, damn it!" 

"Yes, yes; I understand, damn it, enough." 

The other had already resumed: 

"...he took us about five hundred meters down the new road, and told us to cut like that, downwards. The trees, damn it, they were like sticks, they were, and dry. I asked, I said basically, if there was a piece of woods that was a bit better. He thought for a moment, and took us not far away, to a better spot; there were some like this there, look," he made a ring with his arms. 

"There were some good trees and today we must have done a cord and a half, almost two. My hands are still full of resin, they are. He’s a good man, he is. I speak French to him, to the Fox; I call him the Fox, I do: he arrives in the woods like that, so you hear nothing, damn it, without the slightest noise. You turn around, and he’s there, come out from who knows where." 

The neighbor writing touched Abriano's arm: 

"Is this camp address right?" 

It wasn't right. He wondered how the mail could have reached him until that day. He wrote it down for him on a small slip of paper. Someone was going out to urinate. The two had left. 

Abriano looked at his watch: it was past nine-thirty. Sitting on his high bunk, the dark-haired man who had complained earlier about the lamp was now reading in salmon-colored pajamas. Over his thick homemade wool sweater, the stocky one—the one who after dinner, sitting on the trunk in front of the shack, had shown his bunk neighbor how to sharpen the saw—was wearing a striped pajama jacket. He lived three beds further to his right, next to the other wall, on a lower bunk. 

He heard him talking and laughing with a short, black-haired companion who was moving toward him from the middle of the room, also in pajamas, with his feet still in thick socks and a boot in his hand. In appearance and attitude, he reminded him of a Venetian waiter who had worked and lived in their house for a few years when Abriano was a youth: he read Dostoevsky and told him the plots while busying himself in the service rooms of the city palace, between one ring of the bell and another.

One day, he had abandoned their country villa at dawn without notice and had never been seen again.

"Come on, Elio, don't be a pain. Stop acting the fool." The tone was meant to mock those who speak properly. 

"Come on, Mario, come on; show your little fairy feet." 

"Curse these damn shoes. They’re making me see stars, they are." "Corporal of my boots..." 

"It’s time to sleep, it’s time," shouted abruptly and annoyed the curly blond who had half-fallen asleep in his underwear and t-shirt on the bunk, and his face took on a sly air in the joking expectation of a reaction that didn't come. He seemed then to doze off again under the bright light of the lamp.

Abriano came out from his shadow and crossed the shack. He went out onto the clearing of hard earth and began to urinate. The sky appeared starry, the fresh night air was barely moving; no calls of nocturnal birds or other animals; he imagined the air passing through the firs behind which the moon was rising. A shiver shook his body listening to the muffled sound of voices and a few footsteps on the wooden floor inside the shack. He saw the silhouettes of the trees, darker than the night sky, not at all scary, surrounding the pale clearing. He climbed the steps, opened and closed the door, into the lit warmth of the interior. He extracted his pajamas from the fiber suitcase resting on the frame below. He undressed, hanging everything on the nail driven into the wall. He kept his wool t-shirt under his light-blue pajamas. He climbed onto the bunk. From up there, everything seemed more pleasant. The upper bed offered the suggestion of a sleeping car, of a treehouse, the security and satisfaction of distance from the ground, the view from above.

He took off his socks, letting them fall onto the frame below. He held his feet in his hands. Someone had come back in with wood and was loading the cast-iron stove. A voice from under one of the bunks announced that it had gotten late and the time had come to turn it off. The curly blond, rising on his bed, began to swear, got down, climbed onto the bench, and turned the knob that cut off the flow of kerosene to the lamp’s mantle. Those still dressed protested, and one of them jumped down from his bunk and reopened the knob in time to make the almost vanished light reappear.

Protests came from various parts, shouted justifications from one end of the room to the other. Sitting on the bunk, leaning with his back against the rough wood wall of the shack, Abriano laughed and rejoiced at the thought of having returned to the times of his adolescence in boarding school. Four years in two different boarding schools. The sound of the slammed door echoed on the walls and on his with a voice louder than his own. 

"Well done, Castelan!" a voice said. 

Castelan, the master of the file and the saw, was seriously and nonchalantly turning the lamp knob. There were few personal and direct protests. The latecomers undressed rapidly in the fading light, including his neighbor who had meditated until that moment on his letter. Abriano began to get into the narrow bed but didn't succeed at the first try because he had tucked the blankets in too tightly. Lacking sheets, he felt without displeasure the contact with the canvas of the military mattress and the rustic wool of the blanket. The spring frame didn't give way, and he imagined lying in a hare’s form. The pillow was missing; he hadn't managed to find an extra blanket to put under his head. He looked toward the wall behind him; in the vanishing light, he caught sight of his garments hanging from the nail. In fumbling about, everything fell except the trousers. He folded them in the dark and settled them under his head. Turning in the bed, he barely felt the sound of the frame springs. In the room, fragments of conversations could be heard. The uneven light of the fire passed through the cracks of the stove, illuminating parts of wooden structures, some iron of a bunk, and whatever stood in the way of its rays. 

"Silence!" 

"Did you see Renato take Aldo's cake..." 

"Sanoner. Sanoner! Turn out the lamp, Sanoner, you can't see a damn thing!" Laughter. 

"Fontan, Fontan. Hey, Fontan!" 

"What is it?" 

"How does Attilio’s girlfriend go?" The other, after a bit, emitted a sort of female voice with incomprehensible words, followed by the laughter of someone. 

"Wretched damn it, silence, for God's sake, sons of bitches, damn it; it’s past ten!" 

"Well done, Sanoner!" 

"Listen to Sanoner..." 

"Long live Sanoner!" 

At the back of the shack, by the door side, a raspberry was heard. "Come on, be quiet, he’s right, damn it, it’s time to sleep." 

Now only two conversations could be heard in low voices, one next to him. 

"Come on, Zela, shut up!" The conversation stopped. Only the two on the other side of the room resumed. 

"You’re just a kid and that’s it! Shut up, by Judas. That’s enough!" 

There was a murmur of dissent and explanation that ceased immediately. The silence was broken by a fart.

Protests and laughter rose, then faded after a few comments, and the place returned to silence. 

Abriano held back his laughter so they wouldn't hear him; he laughed silently, his chest heaving, as the thought of the years spent in a community with his boarding school classmates intervened again. Once more, he felt part of a familiar group, one more pleasing and preferable to his own family. He had stopped laughing and was now wiping his eyes. The wood began to catch in the stove with a grateful sound. Through the window, the moonlight entered to brighten his blanket, fading as it reached the blankets of other bunks.

Lifting himself and leaning forward while seated, he could glimpse a portion of thinned-out firs and a stretch of starry sky. He could also distinguish a fainter glow framed by the window that opened to the right on the opposite wall. The windows were small, with four panes divided by a wooden cross. He observed the one next to his bed, framed on the inside by a square of small boards like the sides of a box. 

That narrow sill could serve as a shelf for objects. The surface of the bunk passed in front of the window just below the midpoint, contributing to an airy sense for his bed. 

Silence surrounded the shack, marked inside by the breathing of the sleepers. He felt his body held tight by the blankets in the bunk, just as he must have felt it for the first time in a swaddle. Only by stretching out his feet could he touch the end of those long bunks. Four blankets should have been sufficient.

The two slopes of the ceiling also appeared to be natural wood; the trusses, the walls, the floor—everything was light-colored, unvarnished wood. Beneath his head, he felt his military canvas trousers—light beige US pants bought in Newport News, Virginia, after disembarking. For years, he had desired a pair like those. Now he owned them and he liked them. He reopened his eyes. The light kept coming through the window from the left, illuminating his blanket and losing itself in the darkness of that place.
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IV.  GHOSTS OF THE MEDITERRANEAN
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A voice coming from afar, but carrying the clear meaning of a wake-up call, echoed outside until it was overtaken by the sounds of those moving within the same place where he now found himself. It was the wake-up call, and it was the camp. It reached him. The first human signs arrived with murmurs, then silence returned. Someone must have climbed down from a bunk and was now busying himself around the stove. Abriano heard sighs, the sound of the door opening, and occasionally a long, repeated puffing at the wood that was struggling to burn.

He felt cold. From outside came some muffled human sounds. The wood in the stove was barely crackling, far from having caught well, and outside it was dawn. The creaking of some of the bunks accompanied the first contact of feet with the wooden floor. The door opened occasionally, revealing the glow of the aurora, while from the clearing came voices with the timbre of the early morning air. The talking inside maintained a minor tone. Abriano caught glimpses of the shapes of bodies remaining under the blankets. The cold would not leave him, even though the bed was well tucked. Someone went out with a towel on their shoulder. In the room, the silence and immobility of those dozing coexisted with the noises and voices of those already up and going to wash. They returned chatting, making noise, disturbing those who had drifted off again. Outside, it grew brighter. The words of
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