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About the Book

You come across the shell of a ruined house. It could be anywhere in southern Europe where people once lived and then moved away because there was no work to hold them there. You might find things scattered in the empty rooms: a bread oven, a broken spade, earthenware jars that still hold the pungent scent of olive oil; even clothes left hanging in a cupboard, a silent clock on a shelf, a picture cut from a newspaper pinned on a wall.

The house is remote, but it is surrounded by a tracery of thin paths. One path goes steeply down to a village; others zigzag their way to scattered huts and stone shelters, to caves where you could hide in times of danger and to unexpected lookout points from where you could watch the approach of animals or human intruders.

Julia Blackburn and her husband moved to a little house in the mountains of northern Italy in 1999. She arrived as a stranger speaking no Italian, but a series of events brought her close to the old people of the village. They began to tell her stories that made the landscape come alive, repopulating it with their vivid memories. Until quite recently most of them had been mezzadri, half-people who were trapped in an archaic feudal system and owned by a local padrone who demanded his share of all they had – even a pretty wife or daughter. They were eager to talk about the old way of life and about how everything changed with the eruption of the Second World War. This village was at the heart of the conflict between the fascists and the partisans, so they learnt a lot about death and fear and hunger and how men and women could hide like foxes in the mountains. ‘Write it down for us,’ they said, ‘because otherwise it will all be lost.’

Thin Paths is a celebration of the songlines of one place that could be many places; it is also a celebration of the humour and determination of the human spirit.
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Adriana 1935–

Agostina 1932–

Armando 1925–

Arturo (Adriana’s husband, son of Old Tunin and la Muta) 1927–2004

Batti (who was born in our house) 1938–2009

Clelia (the bonesetter) 1925–2010

Eliana (Adriana’s daughter) 1968–

Giovanin (the shepherd) 1935–

Ida (Armando’s sister–in–law and wife of Pino) 1929–

La Muta (wife of Old Tunin) 1890–1983

Nanda (Adriana’s sister and owner of the shop) 1932–

Nella (the retired postmistress) 1948–

Pino (Ida’s husband, Armando’s brother) 1922–2004

Rinuccia (Adriana’s neighbour) 1927–2009

Terzina (Young Tunin’s wife) 1927–

Tunin da Muta (Old Tunin) 1898–1992

Tunin (Young Tunin or Tuninetto, son of Old Tunin, husband of Terzina) 1923–


It’s as if time past, time present and time future is

stretched out around us like a vast landscape and we are walking

through it on a tracery of thin paths.


PART ONE
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BEING HERE
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A Little Kingdom
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Herman first came here by mistake. It was in May 1994 and he was walking the Alta Via, the high path, which follows the backbone of the mountains above the Italian Riviera town of Ventimiglia, close to the French border, as far as La Spezia and the Bay of Lerici, where Shelley’s body was washed ashore so casually on the pale sand.

To walk the length of the path takes about a month. There are refuges along the way where you can get food and shelter, but there are also long stretches where you can walk for a couple of days without seeing any human habitation.

He had been doing this kind of walking all his life. Sometimes I would get a postcard: he was with friends crossing the Sinai Desert on camel and on foot, and they had just reached the Monastery of Saint Catherine where suddenly they were confronted by busloads of tourists and how strange that was after so much silence. He was in the Abruzzi region, not all that far from Rome and one night he was woken by a deep growling and roaring sound, which he thought might be a bear, but he learnt later that it was only the mating call of a red deer.

In the year that his daughter was born he wrote to say he was just home after three weeks in the mountains of Corsica, sleeping out all the time, and he’d seen no one apart from a group of French Legionnaires who were lying like babies on their backs in a meadow of flowers, sucking at tubes of sweetened condensed milk to give them energy before they continued with their training.

In one letter he explained he had found the secret of travelling light: he didn’t carry a tent, only a sleeping bag and a groundsheet, and along with a couple of litres of water, he took dried muesli, dried milk powder, teabags and bouillon cubes, and that was enough. I used to try to imagine what such a journey was like, plodding along step by step from dawn until dusk, looking back to see where you have come from, looking forward towards where you are going and how the mind must grow quiet while the body is so busy.

Anyway, there he was on the Alta Via and he had been walking for a few days and had almost reached the highest pass, when the way was blocked by great banks of snow and he had to go down into the valley below. He followed the remains of an elegant mule track which led to a stone chapel, built with such softly rounded edges that it looked as if it had been moulded in clay. The chapel stood on a grassy mound that undulated on all sides like a tiny range of hills. Above the locked blue-painted door was written Santuario di San Antonio and the date in Roman numerals: 1793.

The mule track continued to descend through a forest of chestnut trees, the carcasses of old trunks hemmed in by thickets of young saplings. There was a humpbacked bridge over a stream and then he was entering a village. The houses were for the most part in good order, but their doors were firmly bolted and the shutters over the windows were closed. The village was perched on the top of a perpendicular cliff, with overgrown vegetable gardens laid out like little carpets to the very edge of the drop. He passed a walled cemetery and was walking along a narrow asphalted road when a woman in a battered Renault 4 stopped and offered him a lift.

She was very friendly and she spoke French as well as Italian. She said the village was her childhood home and she came whenever she could, just to look around. ‘This was the village of the shepherds,’ she said. ‘It once had seven hundred inhabitants but now there are only two old men who are here for most of the year. In summer we took the sheep and goats to the high pastures and when winter was approaching we brought them down to the coast. We were used to going everywhere on foot. There was no road to the end of the valley until the 1970s.’

They drove along one side of a gorge, the steep curtains of rock as smooth as dripping candle wax and coloured in unlikely yellows and oranges. They passed a couple of tiny villages and the woman dropped him off at a hotel in a town that looked like a fortress, the houses arched over the cobbled streets, making a honeycomb of tunnels.
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He stayed there for a couple of nights and then set off back to the Alta Via, avoiding the snow at the head of the valley. When he reached the crest of the mountains he had a view all the way down through the steeply interconnecting folds of land as far as the shimmering triangle of the Mediterranean Sea. The little kingdom stayed in his mind.

Him and Me
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Herman and I had been living our separate lives for almost a generation. We first met in 1966 when I was eighteen and he was twenty-nine. Then five years later we parted for good as they say, after a lot of muddle and drama. He was in Holland and I was in England and we kept in contact, but only vaguely, and on the rare occasions when we met it was with other people standing around, conversations fluttering and jumping on all sides.

Then in 1995 he sent me a postcard: a painting of an old tumbled-down cottage with smoke billowing from the chimney and a smiling woman in the garden. ‘I’ve just bought a ruin in the mountains of Liguria,’ he wrote. ‘You’d like it here. It’s a mixture of North Wales and the west coast of Majorca.’

‘That sounds nice,’ I replied and in my mind’s eye I created an imaginary landscape in which grey Presbyterian chapels and wet sheep in a cold wind rubbed shoulders with Catholic shrines and lizards sunbathing on limestone rocks under a blue sky. I put the postcard in a photograph album without pausing to wonder why.

[image: image]

In the autumn of 1998 another postcard arrived. It showed a very odd, brightly coloured painting from a church in a place I’d never heard of. He said he’d just come back from a walk over the border into France – that was where he’d got the card – and his ruin was now a house, two little houses in fact, with enough room for guests as long as they didn’t mind shiny black scorpions and hairy centipedes and hardly a scrap of flat ground to stand on. I thanked him for the card and said how much I liked the image, and put it in the album alongside the first one.
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And then we spoke on the phone and in February 1999 we had a brief meeting, and all the time the talk between us went so fast and there was so much more to say that he laughed and asked if I would like to come and visit him in the mountains. So I bought a pair of climbing boots and on the morning of 5 April he met me at Nice airport, and his little dog danced a welcome as if she and I were also old friends.

He’d changed, of course; grey curls instead of black, a bald bit on the top of his head and deeper lines cut into his face, but I kept seeing the young man and the old man superimposed in the one image and we seemed to continue where we had left off and as if we had never been apart.

It was already dark when we crossed the border from France into Italy, so I saw hardly anything as the car began its laborious climb up the valley. After a while we went past a line of houses illuminated by a few streetlamps, then we turned abruptly to the right next to a war memorial and, after counting nine hairpin bends, we were following a narrow dirt track, the branches of olive trees brushing against the car. We stopped and with the help of a torch I could see the silhouette of two small houses side by side on a steep slope and all on their own in the middle of a black nowhere.

The following morning we were enveloped in a thick white cloud, which confirmed the North Wales aspect of my imagined landscape, but when the cloud lifted everything was much more wild than I had thought possible. Immediately opposite but with a little side valley in between, was the flank of a mountain with a thin covering of trees and precipitous rock faces leading to a bare ridge dusted with the remains of the winter snow, and when I turned to look inland a mass of other mountains were jostling shoulder to shoulder into the far distance like a tumultuous ocean. But in spite of such looming presences there was no feeling of being trapped, because when you stood on the little terrace your eye could race down the entire length of the valley until it reached the sea.

Every day of the four days of that visit, we put on walking boots and went striding off in one direction or another. We followed the path through the oak woods immediately behind the house, stopping at the walled cemetery to look at the portraits on the marble tombs of the people who were buried there. There were several young men who had died in the final months of the last world war and several very old men and women who were well into their ninetieth decade when they finally let go of life. One smiling man was shown standing next to his donkey as if the two of them had gone into the ground together.

We reached the square of the upper village where two churches faced each other like rivals. The newer one was freshly painted and looked like an iced wedding cake while the older, smaller and much prettier building had a dangerous crack in its wall stuffed rather haphazardly with blue tarpaulin and on its clock face the time was always ten to one.

Now the path passed a stone basin for washing clothes; a toad emerged from among the maidenhair ferns and struggled to lift its awkward body up the side of a wall, but it kept falling back. There were baby salamanders in the water and when I put my face close to the surface I could see them suspended in stillness, the little ruffs of gills beneath their heads making them look as elegant as courtiers from another age.
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The way was marked by shrines: here was a wooden Virgin spreading her cloak to give shelter to a kneeling man with a pointy black beard, and here was an angel reaching down to the sinners in hell. The flames that surrounded them looked as soft and welcoming as a field of wheat. Most of the shrines contained a jam jar or a vase filled with a little bunch of flowers and even when the flowers were long since dead, it gave the sense of people walking this way and pausing for a moment.

It began to rain and the little dog refused to go any further, so after a while we turned round and went back the way we had come. My hair had gone all curly in the rain and he remembered how I used to be so desperate to keep it straight, flattening it, pinning it down and even ironing it under a sheet of brown paper. I once refused to go with him to a Janis Joplin concert because I couldn’t face the outside world with a curly fringe.

For one of our walks we planned to skirt around the flank of the mountain. The line of the path was easy to see from our terrace and it began very auspiciously, pottering along with confidence and clarity, but then suddenly it dived into a tangle of raspberry canes and hazelnut bushes and disappeared. We tried to retrace our steps but couldn’t decide where it was that we had been, so we blundered on, working our way down the slope until we had entered a forest of larch and oak and chestnut.

We reached what seemed like a path, but maybe it had only been made by the sharp feet of the wild pigs, because it vanished as abruptly as it had appeared. We crossed the dry bed of a stream cluttered with the broken trunks of trees. We clambered precariously over a landslide of rock and fresh earth, and by now we were utterly lost, struggling forward and turning back again, even though we could see the two houses watching us implacably from the other side of the valley.

It was growing dark and we thought we might have to make ourselves a nest, where we could sleep like the children in the fairy tale, lying among the dried leaves and the roots of trees, but then we came across an empty beer can and a wooden gate standing all on its own with nothing to keep out or to let in and that gave us a sense of getting somewhere. Close to the gate was a black water pipe, lolling on the ground like a great snake. We followed the meanderings of the pipe and it eventually led us to a narrow cement road that hairpinned down to the road and the lower village.

The shop was open, its neon sign beaming a welcome. A bell chimed as we entered and the woman called Nanda appeared from among the cheeses and saucepans, the votive candles and firelighters, the artichokes and sacks of dried chestnuts. I hadn’t many words of Italian, but it was easy to understand that Nanda was full of concern and felt it was far too late for us to be walking all the way home again.
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She went out into the street and shouted towards the balcony above the butcher’s shop; the butcher appeared like a character in a Restoration comedy, dressed in his flapping pyjamas. As he had clearly just woken from a deep sleep, Nanda went to the house of the post office lady, who was still up, and she fetched her car and bundled us into it and drove us home. We had dried cod stew for supper, which we had been told would be delicious if boiled in white wine with a bay leaf and some garlic, although it tasted every bit as odd and leathery as it looked.

Learning to Speak
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The future we were heading towards began to take shape: a thin path vanishing into the distance. Day by day, step by step. Stones placed against trees where you could sit and stare. Unexpected turnings that might take you into an unfamiliar landscape.
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During the first year, when we were still busy organising our changed lives, we were often apart, so we sent each other faxes, which spewed like ectoplasm from the fax machine, the thin curling paper covered with drawings and words. ‘One thing that is very important to me is having the drawers of a cupboard kept closed,’ I wrote and I made a drawing of a prim, houseproud lady with her arms folded; it was only later that I noticed how rarely I closed drawers: everywhere the legs of tights and the arms of T-shirts were struggling to escape from captivity.

‘Order is important for me as well,’ he said gravely, and he sent me a drawing of the strange chaos of his studio, where mysterious objects had drifted into heaps as if carried there by the surge of a high tide.

‘From now on we will always be together. Even when we are apart we will be together,’ he wrote and with that I was briefly afraid of the fact of death, when one of us might have to go ahead while the other stayed behind.
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We came to the valley as often as possible. I got used to the scorpions who held themselves very still when they felt cornered, so it was easy to catch them in a glass and watch them turning in slow and defensive circles, curled tail at the ready, before throwing them into the garden. I could identify the floating silhouettes of eagles and peregrine falcons, and the ravens who always announced themselves with hoarse cries as they trundled through the sky. I became less startled by the harshness of the mountain soil crammed with so many stones that you can only dig into it with a sharp hacking implement called a zappa. People here like to say that if you are born with a zappa in your hands you will go on working with the zappa for the rest of your life.

I had never learnt Italian and had only a few phrases floating vaguely in my head, and nothing else to be going along with apart from hopeful gestures and guesswork using bits of French and Spanish. I noticed that nobody seemed to mind my haphazardness, particularly the old people who were used to speaking in the local dialect, so for them Italian was also a foreign language that never sounded quite right. I smiled and nodded and they smiled and nodded back, and sometimes I tried to speak and they had no idea what I was attempting to say, or they spoke in a flurry of words to which I had no answer. But we were pleased to be communicating and that was the point.

Nanda, the owner of the village shop, and Eliana, her niece, became my language teachers. They always spoke slowly and clearly, watching my face to make sure I understood their words and listening very carefully to my attempts at an answer. They explained that they had learnt this way of talking because of Eliana’s grandmother, who was deaf and dumb and was known as La Muta, the Silent One. She could lip-read, but more importantly she seemed to know what people were saying to her just by staring at the expressions on their faces.

So I would come into the shop and point to something among the jumble of items for sale and one of the two ladies would give me its name and wait for me to repeat it, correcting my shy pronunciation. And if I brought a stumbling shopping list, they would offer me what I seemed to be requesting, holding up a hairbrush or a packet of butter, a votive candle or a jar of honey.

I began to prepare whole sentences before I walked in through the narrow door and they would patiently disentangle the sense from the nonsense and steer me through. One day I proudly recited my own translation of a little poem:

The rain it raineth every day

Upon the just and unjust fella

But more upon the just because

The unjust’s got the just’s umbrella

La pioggia piove ogni giorno

Sopra il giusto e l’ingiusto uomo

Pero piu sopra il uomo giusto

Perche il uomo ingiusto ha robato l’ombrello del uomo giusto

Nanda was on her own that afternoon. She listened with her head on one side like a bird and when I had finished she didn’t laugh, but said it was quite true, the unjust have always cheated and stolen and nothing changes. Then by way of thanks she rummaged about under the counter and produced a book of fairy tales, which she gave me as a present.

The next time I came I told the two of them that once a long time ago there lived a fisherman who was so unlucky he didn’t even manage to catch an anchovy to bring home to his wife and his son, and with that they applauded from behind the counter, raising their hands like an audience in an auditorium.
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One day I met Agostina. She was in her garden and I suppose it must have been the early summer because she had a cotton headscarf tied tightly across her forehead, and the simple uniform of a cotton dress, coming just to the knees, and an apron with a big front pocket for carrying things. Ankle socks and strong shoes.

Agostina was picking flowers and she looked up and greeted me. She was in her seventies, small but very straight-bodied as many of the women are from carrying heavy loads on their heads. Her face was lean and well-sculpted, with heavily lidded blue eyes and a sharp nose.

She told me she was picking flowers for her son’s grave, but I am not sure how I understood this. Was it just that I took the words mio figlio and then added the word morto and looked at the flowers in her hands and the tears streaming down her face?

‘Three years ago,’ she said, holding up three fingers to show me how recent it was, ‘and he was young, only forty-two,’ again using the fingers of her hand.

‘You have the flowers,’ she said, presenting me with them. ‘There are many more in my garden,’ and she made a little gesture towards them growing all around her: the lilies and the agapanthus, the dahlias and the pots of geraniums.

So I took the flowers and thanked her, and she held my hand in both of hers for a moment and looked into my eyes, the tears following the lines in her cheeks. Then she smiled and the conversation was over.

Later, when I understood more Italian, Agostina and her husband sometimes stopped close to our house on their way to their olive trees, or I saw her in the upper village and she would invite me to drink a glass of wine with her. That was how I began to pick up little snippets of stories about the people here and the lives they had known.

Sitting at the metal-topped table in her kitchen, Agostina told me how her father had died. This was in 1970, she said, but it felt like yesterday. It was a Sunday and she was cutting grass for the rabbits when somebody called her to come quickly. So she came running and saw her father lying dead on a terrace not far from our house. He was wearing his best waistcoat and he had three thrushes carefully stuffed into one of the top pockets, and it was as if someone had been beside him and had moved him into position, because his legs were straight out in front of him with the toes together, and one arm was along his side, while the other arm lay across his chest, the hand resting just below the little birds. The man who found him said he had not touched him, he had not even gone close because he was so obviously dead.

Agostina could see her father as she told me this; she could see him lying there in the spring sunshine and I could see him too. ‘We don’t know what happened,’ she said, staring into the past. ‘We asked people, but no one could tell us.’
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In June, and I suppose it must have been during the second year of being here, we went to the village square for the festival of Saint Anthony, the desert hermit whose name is given to that illness called shingles, which is known as Saint Anthony’s Fire. A bonfire made out of the trunks of big trees had been heaped up in front of the church and it was burning with a steady red heart and scattering sparks like fireflies into the night sky. Trestle tables had been set out with dishes of focaccia bread, some covered with a red layer of tomato and a scattering of black olives, and others with onion; there were also slices of salami and big slabs of a flat cake with a crust of sugar on top and numerous bottles of locally made wine, some very vinegary and some delicious, depending on who had made it and with what grapes. People kept asking if we were now fissi, fixed, meaning would we be here for long stretches of time, perhaps even through the winter, and when we said yes, we would be here through the seasons, they said bravi! – well done! – as if we had won some sort of prize.

I started a notebook in which I wrote down the names of the people I had met in the village, and the names of their children and other relatives, and where they lived and perhaps something about their appearance. And when the connections became especially complicated I drew a little family tree, with branches dropping down from grandparents and stretching out to include cousins and uncles, brothers and sisters. ‘PINO and IDA,’ I wrote, and alongside the name of their house I added: ‘Two children. Pino was a partisan in the war. He is in his late eighties and not well.’

‘MARIO and AGOSTINA: he has a soft face, rosy cheeks and a gentle smile. I think he must have Parkinson’s, because his body shakes so much. No car, but a tiny tractor. They have a daughter, but their son died three years ago of a brain tumour and is buried in the cemetery.

NELLA, the postmistress. Same age as me. Reads a lot. She was engaged but he died in 1989.

QUINTO: knows how to build dry-stone walls and his wife LENA has the last cow in the village, which they keep in a shed all through the year. GIOVANIN, the shepherd who brings his sheep past our house in the spring, is Quinto’s elder brother.

NANDA, the shopkeeper. Born in 1932. Has never married. Three years older than her sister ADRIANA, who is married to ARTURO. Arturo’s youngest son died in a motorcycle accident when he was just seventeen. Two daughters, GABRIELA who lives on the coast and ELIANA who works with her aunt in the shop. Another son called MARCO whom I haven’t met. Arturo’s mother was LA MUTA, the Silent Woman, and his father was TUNIN THE HUNTER also known as TUNIN DA MUTA.

ARMANDO and CONCETTA: one daughter married to Marco, the other to SERGIO, another of Tunin’s grandsons. Armando is Pino’s younger brother and they are next door to each other, in the cluster of houses where their parents, uncles and aunts once lived.’

Names were attaching themselves to faces and a whole community was taking shape. Now, if I saw an old man walking along the road carrying a bundle of hay on his back, I could connect him with his wife and his children and his grandchildren. And if I saw Eliana in the shop I could ask her how her mother was doing and what about her sister and her aunt, and when were they planning to harvest the olives and had the wine already been bottled. Quite soon I began to know who lived in each of the houses and in the little walled cemetery I could recognise the family names and from the photographs on the tombstones could see the line of resemblance from one generation to the next. So even though I was still an outsider from a faraway country, I had found a small foothold of belonging.

Dormice
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A family of dormice are sleeping in a crack in the outside wall of our house. I know they are there because I propped a ladder against the wall and climbed up and looked into the depth of grey stone and crumbling cement as soft as icing sugar, and with the help of a torch I could see a breathing bundle of grey fur.

Dormice are very determined hibernators. All through the summer they fill themselves with nuts and fruit and insects and the expanded polystyrene insulation on our water pipe, and the remains of Herman’s straw hat and an old leather wallet that got left in the woodshed. Then, when the cold weather comes, they carry their fat bellies into their chosen bedroom and enter a drifting sleep that can last for six or even seven months.

The walls of our house are very thick. I have no idea when it was built, but Agostina says it was abandoned in 1945. Things were terrible at that time. It was the last year of the war, the winter had been bitterly cold, then the chestnut harvest failed and everyone went hungry.

The family who once lived here were called Sasso – an appropriate name in this rocky and stony land since it means stone or rock. There are numerous members of the Rock family buried in the cemetery, along with the Olives and the Cockerels. In the photographs of the deceased printed on china plaques you are confronted by a portrait gallery of this entire village community over the last hundred years and you can see how many of them share the same lean mountain faces and the same stubborn gaze.

When the Sassos decided to sell their house there was not much left of it. The roof and half of the upstairs floor had fallen in, and the window frames were as frail as dried twigs and all their panes of glass had fallen and shattered on the ground. The little dome of a bread oven was clinging to the side of a wall and it still contained the rusting skeleton of the instrument used for sliding out the flat bread made of chestnut flour and a bit of wheat. There was also a big coffin-like storage box and part of a chair and a scythe without a handle and a chain attached to a hook and a broken coffee cup with flowers round its edge.

There was no chimney, but that is not unusual. People had ovens that didn’t need chimneys and for the rest they cooked on little cast-iron stoves with a pipe going out of the wall. If they hadn’t the money for a stove, they made a fire on stones in a corner of a room and the smoke did its best to escape through holes in the roof, or through an open window.

There were two upstairs rooms. One room was used for drying the chestnuts, which were the staple food for the people here. The chestnuts were laid on wire racks and a fire was lit beneath them and kept burning for several weeks, until the heat had cracked the skins and dried out the dense white flesh. The billowing smoke left yellow and brown stains on the whitewashed walls and the flames licked at the roof beams, leaving them black and charred. It must have been a careful balance between preparing the chestnuts and not destroying your house in the process.

The family of Rocks slept in the other room, where we now have a sofa and a desk and a bookcase and no space for much else besides. They probably slept on rickety metal beds and on mattresses that were made of straw stuffed into a sack. And if the family grew larger, it simply meant there was less space for the others, the whole room sighing and muttering with a single voice.

Many creatures have made their home in these walls. Every summer an army of tiny ants emerges from behind a sweet-smelling jasmine bush, which I planted to hide a bit of orange pipe, and they travel to and fro across a battered wooden beam above the back door; perhaps they are in the process of devouring the whole beam, but if so, they are doing it very slowly. For the last couple of years a green lizard with a blue head has been living in a corner where a wall joins a terrace, close to the old path that leads into the woods; on a warm day I see him emerging into the sunlight, his thin fingers drumming on the stones, his tongue flickering to pick up sounds of danger.
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One evening we watched a black stream of little bats pouring out from a hole just below the dormice crack and spinning off into the dark sky. We have not seen them since, but perhaps we keep missing the exact moment when they issue forth. Then there is the toad who comes out from her hiding place when it rains and sits by the door as if waiting to be let in. She once woke me out of a deep sleep by knocking the full weight of her body against the door. I went down to see who was there and because I frightened her she raised herself up on stiff legs and made a hissing sound.

And of course we have the dormice. They are the edible dormice, which the ancient Romans used to preserve whole in jars of honey. They are about the same size as squirrels, but with a thinner tail and rounder, more startled eyes. They compensate for their long sleep by indulging in intense activity when they are awake. As soon as they judge the weather to be warm enough they clatter into life. You see them emerging from the crack of their bedroom and clambering across the wall, then with a wild shriek they leap into the thin branches of an oak tree, swinging and tumbling and shrieking some more. Noisy droves of them move among the low trees that grow around the back of our house and when you walk up the track that leads to the road the whole night is alive with the excitement of dormice parties, especially when the moon is full.

Usually you only see the dormice as fleeting silhouettes in the evening light, but once, when I was in our bathroom, I was about to turn on the tap when I became aware of a second and unfamiliar fixture, parallel to the first one. It was grey and motionless, and it took me a few seconds to realise it was a dormouse, with its head pointing down and its tail held straight up along the length of the wall. It kept completely still apart form a slight tremor at the curved tip of its tail, but then I must have moved and the spell was broken and it was gone, scitter-scatter on sharp feet and out of an open window and into the clambering tendrils of the wisteria. I heard it chattering to its friends, telling them the story of a dangerous adventure.

Not long ago we were walking on the Alta Via and were far away from any villages when we met an old man coming towards us along the path through the beech forest. He said he was looking for his cow and he was afraid that the wolves might have got her. He began to talk about the war as if it were still going on; he pointed up at the trees as he described the planes flying overhead and then his face became urgent with fear as he remembered seeing a parachute sailing down from the sky just here; it got tangled in the branches and the man attached to it was killed.

Before continuing on his search for the cow, the man gave us three plums, which he unwrapped from a handkerchief in his pocket, then he was gone. And that night we slept out under the full moon, our sleeping bags nestled on springy grass, in a clearing among the trees. The owls were very busy and every so often there was a swoop of wings quite close to where we lay, and three times we heard a commotion among the leaves and then a shriek as a dormouse was caught by an owl and a diminishing shriek as it was lifted up into the moonlit sky and carried away.

Insects
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This house clings like a solitary beetle to the side of a mountain and there are mountains all around us, although if you look south, you can see the distant triangle of the Mediterranean: sometimes silver and sometimes almost black and sometimes so translucent that there is no horizon drawing a line between the ocean and the sky.

The lower part of the village is beside the river and from our terrace we can see its silver thread, and we can just distinguish the activity of tiny cars and even tinier people on the road: the yellow school bus that stops by the post office at four in the afternoon, the big lorries that bring slate from the mine. And at night there is a white glow from the streetlights and a green glow from the neon sign above Nanda’s shop, which is open every day of the year from seven in the morning until nine or even nine thirty at night, apart from Christmas or some important family event like a funeral or a baptism, which means that Nanda is absent for a few hours.

There is also a little village on the slopes of the mountain opposite us and when a flock of sheep and goats is grazing in the steep meadow around the church, they appear as a cluster of white specks. And when the single line of eight streetlights are illuminated, they are like a constellation of stars, suspended in the darkness of the universe.

Three hundred and forty-nine people used to live in that village, but now it is almost completely deserted, with four old women and one old man the only regular inhabitants. There was a fifth woman and we met her once when we were out walking, just a few months before she died. She was coming down the road past some beehives and she was dressed in a girlish cotton frock and accompanied by her grey-haired daughter. We started talking about bees and flowers, and about the robbers who had recently stolen the candlesticks and a figure of the Virgin Mary from the church, when she suddenly said, ‘I am ninety-five years old, but I can still dance!’ and with that she lifted her arms above her head and did a little pirouette, moving her slippered feet in a quick pattern of steps.

This morning I was looking out at that village and at the rounded outline of a long-since extinct volcano that lies above it. I watched as a plume of clouds swirled around the summit, making it seem as if the volcano had returned to life and was preparing to breathe fire. Further up the valley you can see a much more angular range of tilted limestone strata known as Pietra Vecchia or Old Stone. It lies like a vast giant stretched out on his back, his arms clasped over his chest, his eyes closed and his mouth wide open. At the start of the First World War the Alpini Regiment constructed a military road along one side of this mountain; they also cut a footpath that descends the sheer face of the rock. You can still go that way and there are metal rungs and metal handrails to help you where the path is most exposed and the drops most vertical.

We do a lot of walking on the high crests of these mountains. There is a strange sense of freedom that comes from finding yourself so small and insignificant when surrounded by such a rolling immensity of landscape. But then, if you stop and look at the ground beneath your feet, you become aware of all the plants and insects and with that you are suddenly transformed into a huge towering creature.
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Early summer is the season for mountain flowers: the creased trumpets of blue gentians and the delicately uncurling heads of purple cyclamen are scattered alongside carpets of violas and pink carnations, solitary lilies and orchids, and clumps of the tall and ghostly asphodel, which are said to grow in the Elysian Fields. And everywhere as you walk, your feet release the oily scent of lavender, rosemary and thyme.

If the weather is warm, dancing butterflies, blue and yellow and white, pose like starlets on the brightest flowers, and armies of crickets and grasshoppers fill the air with their songs of courtship and territory, sounding like tiny lawn sprinklers or helicopters. And if you move in closer you see ants and beetles and the little jumping spiders that leap like panthers on the backs of their prey.

On one walk we came across a thin trickle of water that was issuing out of a stone hut with a wooden door, and when we opened the door we found a little vaulted room that held a shallow pool. I looked at the domed ceiling and at first I thought it was covered with shaggy moss, but then I realised that a twitching carpet of big green crickets was hanging there. They were so shocked by the disturbance that they fell en masse into the water and there was a great thrashing of legs and antennae as they struggled for the shore.
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In the local dialect, woodlice are called babaötti, the bearded ones, and grasshoppers are cavalletti, little horses, and there is a kind of cricket that has its home in the vineyards and only starts to sing when the grapes are ripe and ready to be harvested.

There used to be terrible clouds of flies because everyone lived so close to their animals, often sharing the living space with a flock of goats or a cow. And as well as the flies there were all sorts of other crawling, creeping, jumping, biting, stinging creatures making trouble and if you got bitten the only remedy was to put wet mud on the mark and hope for the best.

In those days there were many more bats at night, jostling crowds of them spinning around the streetlights in the village, and lots of swallows; once every house had a row of swallows’ nests, but now there are very few to be seen, although we still have the swifts screaming with a sort of wild excitement as they dive and curve through the element of air. After rain the walls of the terrances were covered with big snails and people would collect them in sacks; now you are more likely to find their traces: clusters of bleached and empty shells that break with the slightest touch.

There are still lots of fireflies. Every evening during the months of June and July, the olive trees and the straggly oaks around our house are pinpricked with their softly winking lights and it’s easy to understand how they became the stuff of fairy tales, the will-o’-the-wisps of the south, enticing people to follow their dancing semaphore. ‘This way and you will find something you never knew existed. This way and you will be lost for ever.’

When they first appear the fireflies are very bright and purposeful, but as the days move on they lose some of their enthusiasm, the blinking is less frequent and less intense, and they begin to blunder around as if they themselves are lost. They fall into a glass of wine and swim in circles as their lights go dim and gather strength very slowly once they have been saved. They get caught in your hair and land accidentally on an outstretched hand. And when they are really coming to the end of their season they wander around like ordinary brown beetles that happen to have a curious plug fitment on their tail end that occasionally emits a fizzle of light.
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I like watching insects. I enjoy the perseverance of ants and the doziness of the metallic shield bugs that topple head-first into the white cones of the lilies, to emerge looking drunk, covered in a thick layer of pollen. I can spend ages gazing at the dragonfly nymphs in the water tank shooting out their catapult jaws as they hunt for tadpoles, although I think it’s the snake who lives in a hole in the wall who creates such havoc amongst the tadpole population.

Every summer a praying mantis makes his home in a lavender bush, and sits there poised and ready for action, his triangular head swivelling this way and that, his arms bent in supplication and his sharp claws ready to grab and hold. I suppose he wants to catch butterflies, but I have never seen him catch anything even though butterflies often dip dangerously close to him. The lavender bush is also popular with big metallic blue bees that make a lot of noise and fuss and crash into things, and sometimes fall to the ground with their legs thrashing.

I try to be friendly towards wasps and hornets, even though I find hornets unnerving. A group of wasps began to make a paper nest for themselves in the hollow metal pipe that holds up our washing line and when I accidentally knocked against it, one of them whizzed out and stung me on the nose. I also try to be respectful and not too afraid of the black scorpions that are very numerous here, especially in summer.

Scorpions do live outside under stones, or in bits of old wood, but they seem to prefer the comfort and security of a house. They find dark hiding places behind a picture on the wall, or in the crack of a wooden beam, and they stay quiet all through the day and go hunting at night. You suddenly become aware of the unmistakable silhouette of a scorpion on a white expanse of wall, or see one of them making a leisurely journey across the ceiling. For a while we had an especially large representative of the species living behind the water cistern in the bathroom. You’d go in and put on the light just in time to witness that prehistoric, jointed, shiny, pincer-fronted, arrow-tailed creature of nightmares, sliding carefully back into his safe hiding place between the wall and the white plastic of the tank. I try to not talk aloud to myself too often, but I notice that I do say things to the scorpions: words of supplication and prayers that
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Wild Pigs
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Following the Road
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Sheep and Goats
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Fragility
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Patience
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