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DISCOVERING CHIANTI

I confess at the outset I’m not a native-born chiantigiano: I was born in England. My parents, both Italians, met in London, where they had moved for career reasons. There they were married and produced first my brother, then me, before returning to Italy to put down roots in Chianti for good. I was ten at the time—just old enough to have learned English fluently before starting my new life in Tuscany. Now, after twenty-five years in this splendid territory, I think I can call myself chiantigiano without fear of rebuttal. I have none of the expatriate’s conflicting affections; London, while fondly remembered, feels increasingly remote. The place I recognize in my heart as home is this one.

When I was a newborn, my Italian relatives said I resembled Winston Churchill; the English neighbors said Benito Mussolini. In London as a child, I attended a typical English public school founded on rigid indoctrination and discipline, which succeeded in making me quite a little British toff—perfectly integrated into the ossified English social hierarchy. When my parents advised me that we would be leaving England for Italy, I was deeply upset and made innumerable attempts to get them to change their minds. I believed, as most British do (or did), that everything outside that sceptered isle was primitive and underdeveloped. Once in Italy, I was convinced, I would pine for all the wonderful things I was leaving behind: ginger biscuits dipped in tea, hours passed on the cricket fields waiting for a chance to touch the ball, the aroma of burned marshmallows roasted on the kitchen fire—even my itchy, ill-fitting school uniform suddenly seemed an absolutely crucial part of my identity.

But of course I was young, and so fascinated was I by the new world I was given to explore that I quickly forgot my London ways. Actually, the most significant culture shock wasn’t the change from one country to another, but moving from a city of twelve million to a village of two thousand. I had never lived in the country before, and while at the callow age of ten I wasn’t yet able to appreciate the glories of the landscape that surrounded me, I certainly appreciated the chance to spend hours each day beneath an open sky, completely at liberty.

The Tuscan countryside in the 1970s was the perfect playground for a child: enormous spaces in which to roam and not much in the way of danger (road traffic being nearly nonexistent). And the school schedule left us our afternoons free. What a dizzying change from my tightly regulated English school days! My classmates put me immediately at ease and, with the adaptability of youth, I soon became a typical toscanaccio.


In fact, I may have felt this liberation too keenly. At fifteen I was expelled from school for poor marks and undisciplined behavior. Soon I found myself working at a large winery in the area. There was of course no public transportation to take me to and from my job, so my parents bought me a small light blue Vespa, and it was with this vehicle that I first started exploring the countryside. Freed from the limitations of my skeletal old bicycle, I began leaving the main thoroughfares, spending all my spare time following the many unpaved, winding white roads that crisscross Chianti like stitching. And each time, I was impressed by the number of abandoned farmhouses I encountered. Some were easily accessible and in fairly good shape, others on the brink of collapse, still others virtually unreachable and covered by vegetation. Ignoring the fact that it was forbidden to enter, I began to investigate those old houses; I found them to be quite lovely. This game soon became a passion that I have never lost.

In those days such old houses were considered of no real value. Often my friends mocked my habit of spending entire solitary weekends traveling from ruin to worthless ruin. “Why waste your time searching out old dumps?” they’d ask. “Can’t you see they’re all the same?” In a sense this was true. Certainly at first sight the similarities were striking: All were built from stone, with terra-cotta tile roofs and ceilings supported by chestnut beams. All had exterior chicken coops, ground-level stables, and bedrooms on the second floor, with a well in the courtyard and a barn on the opposite side. But to a practiced eye, each was in some way unique, with a different physiognomy, like a fingerprint left behind by the peasant who had constructed and lived in it. Every time I entered one, even if I found only shrouds of cobweb and bats hidden in the fireplace, I could sense the history of the people who were born, lived, and died within its walls—their spirits often seemed still to linger there. I was so taken by these old homesteads that often I would go to the nearest bar and strike up conversations with old men who might remember something about the house and family. Sometimes I succeeded in finding the former inhabitants themselves; they were invariably amused by my interest. And some of them, sipping a glass of grappa and puffing on a Tuscan cigar, relished telling me the thousand-and-one stories that those houses hid. I would listen for hours, mesmerized.

The majority of the inhabitants abandoned the houses during the postwar period of massive industrialization and moved to the nearby towns, where a network of small industries was developing. As the farms emptied, town centers burgeoned. As fast as mushrooms after a rainfall, apartment buildings sprang up, boasting all the modern comforts. Running water, central heating, and indoor bathrooms were luxuries that peasants had only dreamed about—now, suddenly, they could afford to possess them. It’s easy today, seeing those splendid stone houses transformed into lavish and comfortable holiday homes, to criticize the choices of those peasants, but theirs was a grindingly tough life of labor from sunup to sundown, leaving little room for any sort of romance.

The paradox, of course, is that I found in the ashes of their lives a romance that was well-nigh irresistible.
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JANUARY AND THE ATHLETES

A month of cold, clear days occasionally warmed by a soft sun, ferocious eastern winds, light rains, and windy storms. The landscape is largely muted: gray, brown, purplish, smoky blue. Chianti is limestone country where patches of vine weave between thick forests, bushes, and rocky hills only partly covered by scrub, brooms, and ferns.

The hills are divided by five deep valleys in which the main rivers flow: Pesa, Greve, Arbia, Ombrone, and Staggia. Here the vegetation is luxurious, rich in poplars and willows. In the smaller valleys the rivers are dry for most of the year, but they become impetuous torrents soon after the rainstorms.

The forests are mainly oak, mixed with chestnut, pine, and beech. The oak loses its leaves, but there is a gray cast to the forest given by the foliage of the evergreens—trees like juniper, pine, and ilex. Color also erupts from the tips of the Spanish broom, the crimson stems of the omnipresent dogwood, and orange clumps of willow. Splendid lichens splash the landscape with yellow, orange, and olive green.

In the garden the first snowdrops and winter jasmines bloom. On colder days the squirrels chatter and quarrel while jumping tree to tree, greedily consuming pinecones. Their coats, initially reddish in this season, become darker, nearly black. At night the porcupine often emerges in search of food. The dog hears him, but pretends not to. He’s been pierced by those vicious quills before, and prefers now to stay away.

On the bare branches sit tiny, trembling birds—sparrows, thrushes, blackbirds, and robins—alert, timid, and very cautious. Who can fault their reticence? So many fall prey to the area’s numerous predators.

The month of January is, for me, a slow one; the great mass of tourists waits for spring before flooding into Tuscany. Country hotels, inns, and tour offices take advantage of this dead period to clean up and do little, long-delayed chores to prepare for the new season. Only the large urban hotels, though far from booked to capacity, always seem to have some occupied rooms. Visiting the art-laden cities in this period can be a good choice: The prices are lower, the restaurants don’t require reservations, and museum entrances don’t confront you with the stressful, miles-long lines typical of the high season. The staff at the tourist information bureaus are more likely to be helpful, and the waiters at the restaurants are both able and happy to dedicate more time to you, without the burden of many additional tables full of hungry and demanding tourists.

True, the days are often very cold, but with a little bit of luck you’ll find yourself enjoying a suitably mild spell. Winters here are usually dry, heavy showers being much less likely than in spring or fall. Only the area’s famous gardens are best avoided completely; in this period, they’re moribund and sleepy.

It appeals to me to walk in Siena in January. The city once again becomes the property of the Sienese, and it’s possible to take a stroll along the main street without crashing into one of those huge groups of tourists all wearing the same hat. In high season such groups move about the city en masse, like a great flock of sheep following not a shepherd’s crook but a brightly colored umbrella.

Siena is a fascinating city to which, in my opinion, visitors often give short shrift. Most people seem more intent on admiring the art and architecture of its more famous neighbor, Florence. For this reason, many visitors limit their time in Siena to a few hours, just enough to see a few of the major attractions: the Piazza del Campo, the Duomo, the main street, possibly a museum. Few people are aware that in the thirteenth century, Siena was a prominent center of Europe, and that currently it is one of the largest and best-preserved medieval cities in Italy.

Only by adventuring into its hundreds of alleys, wandering without any particular destination or hurry, can you discover the near infinity of public squares and churches, evocative and mysterious corners unknown to the average tourist. This is what I like to propose to my clients—a walking tour through the manifold beauties of Siena, far afield from the confusion and hubbub of the established tourist sites, but closer to the true spirit of the city.

It was in January that I received, from a couple named Franklin, a request to take them on just such a tour. We worked out all the details via fax, and on a certain Sunday morning I went to pick them up at a quaint little hotel outside the city’s ancient walls. Fortunately the day was splendid: the sky an intense blue, completely clear of clouds, the climate frigid but dry, and the sun just strong enough to provide a pleasant, cozy warmth in areas away from the wind. The bells of the hundreds of churches were ringing wildly, and the echo in the little private parking lot was deafening. The bells seemed almost frantic to persuade the faithful to go and render homage to the Lord; empty churches are sadly typical of Italy at the turn of the millennium.

I met the Franklins while they were leaving the hotel’s breakfast room. I was able to pinpoint them immediately, since there appeared to be no other guests in the hotel. “You must be Dario,” they said in tandem. “Excuse us while we grab some things from the room; we’ll join you back here in just a sec.” During the short wait I sat down and skimmed through the local daily paper, in which the main story, printed in giant cubic letters on the front page, informed citizens of the damages caused by pigeon excrement. I had only read half this piece, neither amused nor particularly interested in the stomach acids of birds, when the Franklins returned to the lobby each holding a PowerBar in the left hand and a Diet Coke in the right.

“We want to see the whole city, like you promised in your fax. We’re athletes, we jog every day and do aerobics, so we aren’t afraid if we have to walk a little.” They had a pleasant, friendly look about them—in fact, as often happens to couples who live together a long time, they looked rather a lot alike. I guessed both to be about fifty. Each was tall and robust, and from beneath their New York Yankees caps some white hair spilled over their ears. They had florid red faces and wide shoulders, and their muscular legs were widely out of proportion to the rest of their bodies, with NBA-sized feet lashed into equally gigantic Nike sports shoes. They wore identical jogging suits of the same model and manufacturer, both in improbable colors: baby-girl pink for her, baby-boy blue for him. The sweetest and most improbable thing about them was the childlike smiles splayed across their faces—smiles that caused ripples above their eyebrows and creases in their cheeks. Their facial muscles must have endured more than a little stress in their continuous effort to sustain this expression of surprised delight.

I began the tour, as usual, by relating some of the city’s ancient legends and reciting a sequence of names and dates. The Franklins seemed very enthusiastic and interested; gratifyingly, they laughed at my jokes and asked all sorts of questions.

As soon as we entered the old city walls through the imposing Porta Romana, we turned into the territory of the Mutton (each district of Siena has its own distinct mascot), where our walk would begin. When they saw the steep climb we had ahead of us, they asked if there was any way to avoid it. When I said, “I don’t think so,” Mrs. Franklin’s perpetual smile at long last wilted. Looking into my eyes imploringly, she inquired how many other hills we would have to climb during the tour. “Well,” I explained, “Siena is constructed on three hills, and therefore to visit it properly requires going up and down often. But since nobody is chasing us, we can stop for breathers anytime you like.” I was a bit worried by this unexpected change in my customers’ humor. To forestall any useless argument, I reminded them that during our contacts via fax they had reserved a walking tour, and that on walking tours it is almost inevitable that you will have to walk. Then, to boost their confidence, I said, “And after all, you’re athletes, aren’t you?”

But in truth I was a little alarmed. What worried me most was that from the departure point we had so far covered perhaps three hundred yards, and they seemed already exhausted; they were panting like dogs, heads drooping, keeping themselves upright only by propping themselves against a wall, as though they’d just completed a marathon.

While I tried to think of some solution to this embarrassing situation, providence came to my aid. A very old woman, bone-thin, shrouded in black, approached us clenching four enormous shopping bags in her frail little fists. Paying heed to neither the weight of her bags nor the incline of the ascent, she began climbing the slope with a steady, determined gait, all the while keeping tight between her lips a cigarette that she puffed efficiently, inhaling and exhaling smoke without ever stopping to take it from her mouth. She passed us with such rapidity as to make even a teenager envy her energy, greeting us with a short but eloquent nod. The Franklins stood rooted for a moment, amazed by the physical prowess of this bony old lady, who soon become nothing more than a black dot at the top of the street. Without further discussion we continued our walking tour.

The street led to the church of Santa Maria dei Servi, where we enjoyed a breathtaking view of the old city. Then we descended into the Shell district, where the Franklins opened one of their Diet Cokes and shared it. We continued through the Unicorn to the Tower, where they consumed the other, just before visiting the cramped, hidden Jewish synagogue tucked away in one of the alleys of this district.

Having reached the immortal Piazza del Campo, the nexus of all social life in Siena, we took a seat in one of the cafes situated around the square to order some refreshment. I chose a beer; they, obviously, a Diet Coke. Apart from the drinks the tour was proceeding rather well, with neither difficulties nor delays: Thanks to the example of the providential old woman, the Franklins gamboled up and down the hilly streets like mountain goats, their beautiful child-smiles stamped on their faces. We continued our explorations in the Forest and the Eagle districts, then visited the Duomo (Siena’s cathedral), where they were so thirsty from their exertions that we had to stop to buy more Diet Coke. This time they drank it during the walk, which continued without further pause through the most charming areas of the Panther, Snail, and Turtle districts.

At the heavy clang of bells sounding from the Mangia Tower, I realized that it was now time for lunch. My mouth began watering at the prospect of my friend Nello’s pici al tartufo, which I certainly intended to order, until Mr. Franklin said in a serious, if not grave, tone, “Dario, I’m sorry, but in Italy you just don’t know how to cook Italian food. You get the best genuine Italian food in America, so if you don’t mind we’d prefer to eat over there.” I followed the direction of his finger with growing consternation—till it led my gaze smack into the golden arches of McDonald’s.

Having seen that they were people with a sense of humor, I thought they were pulling my leg; but no. They were utterly serious and utterly unmovable. Italians didn’t know how to cook Italian food, so we’d be better off just going to McDonald’s. Every attempt to make them change their mind, to give the Italians a chance, was useless. On this issue they had wills of iron. In a trembling voice I telephoned that fine restaurant, Da Nello, and canceled my reservation. And then, with my head hung low, I, an Italian, followed my American clients toward their inglorious fast-food temple. I felt alien and uncomfortable. Amid the neon lights, the plastic tables, the cardboard containers, nothing whatsoever called to mind a place where we might dine in peace.

To make it even worse, a group of noisy children was celebrating a friend’s birthday, and a ridiculous clown cavorted among them, distributing balloons and paper party hats. I excused myself for a moment and retreated to the relative peace of the men’s room.

Before returning I stopped to observe the Franklins from behind the restroom door. Despite the circumstances, I couldn’t help smiling at the sight of this middle-aged couple in their pastel gym suits, perfectly integrated into the rowdy fast-food atmosphere, contentedly stuffing themselves with french fries and hamburgers and downing everything with liters and liters of Diet Coke. They wore paper hats, and tied to their chairs were a pair of balloons with the unmistakable arched M waving forlornly above their heads. When we left they were very happy to receive as a gift some plastic toy hero from the next Walt Disney cartoon. As souvenirs of Siena go, this was unique in my experience.

Having left the Dragon district, we entered the Goose and the Owl, then stopped in a bar where the Franklins wolfed down their PowerBars and had an ice-cold Diet Coke each. We passed through the Giraffe, came down the steep street in the Caterpillar, then scrambled up the hard slope to the She-wolf without pause or complaint, until at last we arrived in the Porcupine. We had walked through all seventeen districts and thus reached our goal, so we returned to the hotel.

I took them to the TV room, where I showed them a video about the Palio, the bareback horse race around the Piazza del Campo that is the centerpiece of Siena’s social and cultural year. They watched avidly as they snacked on a bag of potato chips (roast beef flavor) and more Diet Coke. During the screening we were briefly interrupted by a telephone call from their daughter, to whom Mrs. Franklin, without any embarrassment despite my presence, communicated her impressions of the day: “Siena is a really beautiful city, but it’s all uphill and the restaurants don’t serve real Italian food.” And then she added, “Oh, and guess what; at McDonald’s they even serve beer! Incredible, huh?” Yes, I thought: incredible.

I’ve maintained good relations with the Franklins, and they in return have sent many friends and relatives to tour with me. Eventually I also had the honor of accompanying their daughter. When I arrived to fetch her at the station in Florence, it was easy enough to pick her out of the teeming crowd: She was wearing a pale pink track suit and had a gigantic grin stretched across her face.
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CHIANTI AND “CHIANTI”

If two diagonal lines were traced across the Italian peninsula—the first from Sicily to Austria, the next from Brindisi to Aosta—the center of this enormous X would be Tuscany. More precisely, and most appropriately, it would be Chianti. Just as Tuscany has been called the garden of Europe, so Chianti must be considered the garden of Tuscany.

For most people the name Chianti evokes simply the popular wine—though connoisseurs are aware that this unparalleled brew, this nectar of Bacchus, takes its name from its territory of origin, and not vice versa.

Actually, the truth about the two Chiantis is a bit more complicated (isn’t it always?). Only the grapes grown in one well-defined and scrupulously regulated zone can produce the vintage called Chianti Classico. Other Chiantis produced in surrounding areas are often erroneously—if conveniently—confused with authentic Chianti.

Geographically, Chianti is a small area—just 200,000 acres—delineated on the east and west by fluvial borders, and to the north and south by the cities of Florence and Siena. The landscape is famously hilly. In the higher zones, which can climb to 1,800 feet, the landscape has volcanic origins, while in the lower valleys, once lapped by the waves of the Tyrrhenian Sea, the soil is sandy and rich in marine fossils. This patchwork geological constitution has made the cultivation of extensive crops nearly impossible—which explains why today, some 80 percent of Chianti is still blanketed by forests of chestnut and oak, and rare cypress groves.

The only crop that prospers in this rocky, barren land is the vine. In fact, the discovery of fossilized remains of Vitis vinifera (the ancestor of the modern grape) proves that the presence of this plant long predates the arrival of humankind. Of course, it took humans to fulfill the vine’s divine destiny!

As early as the Etruscan period, wine was playing a major role in the area’s economy. In more recent times olive production and limited cultivations in the south have been successful enough to give Chianti some agricultural diversity. Still, wine remains the undisputed king.

The asperity of the land has influenced the life of the area for centuries. Surviving on olives and wine is impossible, and growing the necessary additional crops is hugely difficult in the unyielding soil. For this reason Chianti has always been a region with a low-density population and very high poverty rates. The life of peasant sharecroppers in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was likely not very different from that of their medieval ancestors. I can imagine the local families gathering around the fireplace in their cold, damp stone houses and parceling out the small amounts of fruit they’d eked from the land—with a full half of the harvest being set aside for the demanding landowners.

In the late twentieth century, when Italy went through its postwar industrialization period, Chianti, like many other rural regions, suffered a near-total abandonment by its inhabitants.

The positive result of this migration was that Chianti remained largely immune to the architectural monstrosities that seemed to spring up all over the world at that time.

These days industrialization has yielded its primacy in Italian commerce to the old champion, tourism. And thanks to severe laws protecting the region’s integrity, Chianti is enjoying something of a renaissance, as its splendid landscapes, uncontaminated resources, and architectural purity become ever rarer in the industrialized Western world.

Truly, a place worth raising a glass to!









[image: chpt_fig_001.png]


FEBRUARY AND THE HONEYMOONERS

True, the weather can be miserable. But it can also offer ideal, limpid days on which to take long walks on the hills and take in the panorama of distant, usually invisible snowy mountain peaks. The song of the skylark may greet you, but you’re unlikely to meet a fellow human being. You might, however, encounter a wild boar that dashes without warning from the bushes. There are also brownish hares, and multicolored pheasants so fat and torpid they seem easy enough to catch … though my dog has never managed it. Whenever he gets within striking distance, the birds become rattled and, incredibly, somehow contrive to take wing.

In the empty forests the first primroses and violets manage to pop out from the thick layer of rotting leaves. All is still, firm, and silent. It seems incredible that in just a few weeks, spring will burst forth here, with all its riot of color and quivering life.

February is the month in which I work the least, and I often take advantage of this dead period to go on vacation, visit some exotic country, and get my fill of beaches, rest, and sunshine. When I return my days at home are very quiet, the rhythm of life slow and steady. Finally I have time to relax, reflect, and make my plans for the coming season. In the morning, when the alarm clock rings, I know it’s not for me but for Cristina, whose life continues at its usual pace; I can stay a while longer under the warm blankets and read, then roll out of bed and tend to daily rituals without hurry. Outside the window I can see that nature, lazier than me, is still asleep.

I think how my life has changed since I became a guide, how more and more my internal rhythms reflect those of the surrounding countryside. In winter we both retreat into a kind of hibernation in order to regenerate our energies for the challenges that await us. Spring awakens us gradually but soon forces us to recommence our work, inspiring us every day to produce more. In summer we will both be active and fruitful, nature with its bounty of crops, me with my bounty of overseas visitors. In autumn we begin to tire; the first leaves fall, and the summer abundance ends. But the soil of Chianti chooses this moment to bring forth its two best yields: grapes and olives—a final flurry of activity for both Mother Nature and myself. After the grape harvest the tourist season ends, leaving me time to pursue, step by careful step (from the picking to the bottling), the production of my own brand of extra-virgin olive oil.

In February there is sometimes snow, and the sight of the hills covered in sugared white is spectacular. Silence reigns then, becoming lord of the countryside. Everything comes to a halt—including, occasionally, the flow of electricity, with all its frustrating consequences: no light, no heat, no warm water, or no water at all if the pipes should freeze (as happens all too often). If snow falls in abundance, it’s not uncommon to find yourself isolated in areas where the local councils aren’t equipped to handle such natural phenomena. This can happen as often as twice a year. As a result, a few snowflakes are enough to put the whole community into a panic. Roads become impassable, public services stop functioning, and entire villages seem to come unmoored from civilization. But we all know that the following day the temperature may rise and melt the snow, bringing life back to normal. I have never loved snow much, except as a child when it prevented me going to school, and even now I prefer observing it from far away, as it glitters like diamonds on faraway mountain summits.

The village closest to my house is Vagliagli (which translates as “valley of garlic”), a graceful hamlet perched on a hill approximately 2.5 miles away. Its origins, as is the case for many villages of Chianti, is lost in the mists of time. Probably once an Etruscan settlement, it became a Roman colony, then in the Middle Ages was fortified for use as an outpost under the dominion of some powerful local family. To make it impenetrable during the many conflicts of that era, towers and imposing walls were erected; at the end of the wars in the sixteenth century, these were transformed into homes. Since it is not situated near any important road, Vagliagli has remained a bit cut off from the busy world, with the result that the population has dropped drastically. Today it has approximately 400 inhabitants.

Apart from a church and a square with a little bar, the village boasts two groceries, a restaurant, a post office, a wine bar that opens only during the tourist season, and a pharmacy that opens twice a week. The post office is the place I prefer, a very small site where everything has remained exactly as it was fifty years ago. The clerk, who boldly smokes like a chimney in full sight of the NO SMOKING sign, is a pleasant middle-aged woman who does all the work by hand, since computers are still very far from arriving to help her. The post office is nearly always empty except for the day the pension checks arrive; then Vagliagli’s old people form a long line that, due to the building’s tiny dimensions, must extend outside the door into the street. Incredibly, none of these pensioners trusts to have his money wired to his bank account. Each prefers to receive it by hand, then race over to the bank to deposit it.

The main grocery of the village is close to the public square, adjacent to the bar. It’s a modern, functional store, well stocked, in which newspapers can also be purchased. The other grocery, on the ground floor of an old house, is an old-style shop that sells fresh vegetables grown in the local gardens. You can be served at every hour by ringing the bell, since the proprietors live upstairs. In high season the restaurant serves tourists above all, though it also has a following among the locals. The wine bar, managed by two young people from Siena, opens for dinner and is an alternative spot, where apart from tasting some good wines it’s possible to eat the tasty snacks prepared by friendly Ghiga until late at night.

With the rise of the automobile in the 1960s, the butcher, the barber, the milk shop, and many other establishments vanished, since their wares were readily available in nearby Siena. But the social center of the village remains the bar, a typical Italian family operation richly supplied with liqueurs, digestives, fruit juices, fresh drinks, pastries, sandwiches, chocolates, candies, and of course coffee. On the second floor is a room where the seasoned old men gather to play cards, smoke, and discuss the next grape harvest over a drink. On the ground floor their women sit sipping coffee, chatting amiably, and trading gossip with the owner.

Whenever I visit these bars, I find myself newly fascinated by the variety of different coffees that customers can order. The classic espresso can be long or concentrated, splashed with warm or cold milk, high or low, flavored with a drop of liqueur, decaffeinated, and so on—and this is before considering the equally numerous variations on cappuccino. These can put even the most expert bartenders on the spot, because in Italy his skill is measured in part by his ability to remember the preferences of his frequent visitors, and to prepare the “usual” without requiring more explicit instructions.

With the arrival of foreigners, two new terms have appeared: caffé americano, to indicate the longer brew demanded from tourists unaccustomed to the tiny, concentrated, very strong Italian caffé espresso; and latte, which has come to refer to warm milk and coffee after numerous American visitors, using this word to order such a combination, instead found themselves confronted with a nice, cold glass of milk.

During the winter I often pass the time seated around the small tables of the bar drinking a goccetto and chatting with the old people; I enjoy hearing them rattle off stories of the past, or watching them rise to anger and even obscenity when a companion puts down an inconvenient card.

For me the company of the elderly is not unusual, as the greater part of my customers are what Americans call “seniors.” But the old folks of Vagliagli are very different from the ones I escort around Chianti. They would never dream of undertaking overseas travel, renting a house, or adventuring with a rental car in a foreign country where they don’t speak the language. For them, a day trip to Rome in a bus, organized by the parish priest, already represents a cause for significant agitation; imagine their distress should they be faced with boarding an airplane! When I see them seated at small tables, drinking and smoking and moaning about the government, I cannot help thinking of my Memphis clients, perhaps the most dynamic and adventurous I’ve ever known.

My association with them began courtesy of another of my clients, a Memphis preacher who was sufficiently impressed with the day I organized for him that he promised to send his flock my way. And sure enough, after his return to the States, my ratio of visitors from Memphis increased exponentially. I began to wonder whether, during his sermons, he was intimating to his faithful that time spent in Chianti with Dario was in the nature of a mystical experience (or perhaps a kind of atonement). However the word spread, it resulted a strange phenomenon: Virtually all the tourists who came to see me from Memphis were … well, elderly. Even today, when I accept a reservation from that city, I know what I’ll find awaiting me at our rendezvous point: a group of smiling seniors, oozing friendliness and charm in a way Americans from the North seldom do, and greeting me with that lilting southern accent that I find so musical and pleasant.

In my years as a guide, I have had many clients who were in really bad shape—some using canes or wheelchairs, others deaf and arteriosclerotic, even those who were aware that this was probably their final trip. Nevertheless these people are almost invariably more amenable than many younger tourists and never display any intention to give up at any stage of the tour. I will never forget a tourist who only had one leg, who stubbornly and without accepting any help scrambled on his crutches up a muddy hill on a rainy day to see some excavated Etruscan tombs. I often ask myself whether it’s recklessness or courage that pushes them to choose this rather complicated and laborious type of vacation. They seem to relish the difficulties, reserving remote country houses, renting manual-transmission cars, shopping on their own, cooking for and cleaning up after themselves, and then throwing themselves, virtually blindfolded, into long excursions with me, into territories they know nothing of and whose language they don’t speak. Their utter trust and dependence on me is always surprising. After having spent a day with them, I can’t but wonder how they manage to survive all these difficulties. In listening to their stories, though, I realize that in some way or another they not only survive but actually flourish, visiting all the important sites, finding the better restaurants, and enjoying their stay as fully as, if not more than, my able-bodied clients.

Of all my Memphis tour groups, however, one in particular encompassed all the phenomena that I’ve come to associate with my elderly clients.

On that particular morning I got up earlier than usual, since the address my clients had supplied me was unfamiliar and I realized I would have a task locating it. They had rented a beautiful country house in an equally splendid location, but so far out of the way that to find it they, not even being Tuscan, must have gone half mad. I parked my van and approached a deck chair that from behind appeared occupied—presumably by someone taking in the first rays of sunshine and the green sprawl of the hills. As I approached, I spotted more clearly a bald head strafed with a few white hairs—obviously an older man, and therefore most likely one of my customers. When I’d come within a yard or so, I greeted him with a friendly “Buongiorno.” He didn’t as much as budge; I could see now that he was reading a book. “Buongiorno!” I repeated, upping the volume—still no answer. For the third attempt I walked around the chair and stopped in front of him. Seeing me, he startled: “Oh, you must be Dario,” he said getting up with some difficulty and leaning on his walking stick. “Come on in, I’ll introduce you to the rest of the gang.”

While we made our way up the gravel path, I tried to break the ice: “Is this your first time in Italy?” Alas, once again he didn’t reply. I repeated the question, adding rather alarmingly to the heft of my voice and thinking of what my poor throat would be reduced to by the end of the day.

He heard me, and replied, “Absolutely not! I was here with the marines in ’43.”

In the kitchen another three old folks were finishing breakfast. They were a man in a wheelchair; a woman who, to judge by her trembling hands, was afflicted with Parkinson’s disease; and another bent over a cane, wearing a pair of glasses with lenses so thick I couldn’t see her eyes. I realized that one was missing, and hoped that at least the last and final member might be in good condition. Then a man with a pronounced limp entered the kitchen to greet me. It took me only a few moments to realize that one of his legs was false.

Perfect, I thought, average age eighty, none fit—where the hell am I going to take these people if they can’t walk or hear or even see me?

“Can we offer you a coffee?” they asked me while pouring an unidentifiable brown sludge into my cup. Seeing my astonished expression, they explained that the coffeepot must be broken because they hadn’t been able to make a decent cup since they’d arrived. I later learned that, instead of filling the filter with coffee grounds, they’d stirred the water and grounds together in the interior of the machine and then been perplexed that the filter hadn’t worked.

It became increasingly apparent that the poor lot had been in the house for a week, completely out of place and with no one looking after them. The owner had come only the first day to collect the rent and offer a few basic instructions in Italian, which they of course didn’t understand. Since his departure, my clients had yet to see anyone else connected with the property. As soon as they heard me speaking fluently in English, they sat me down and bombarded me with all sorts of questions: “Dario, could you make this phone call for me?” … “Dario, please, what’s it say on this label?” … “Dario, can you go with us to the pharmacy?”

After having resolved their domestic crises, made their phone calls, and supplied them with all required translations, I thought it was high time to leave; but one of them asked, “Dario, you’ve been so patient, would you do just one last thing and take a quick look at our rental car? It doesn’t go very fast, the oil light keeps blinking, and when we drive we give off a big black cloud of smoke. We think something might be wrong.” I have never been very good with engines, but I reassured them that if the car needed repairs I could easily find them a good mechanic. “Great, then let’s see what you think,” the gentleman in the wheelchair said happily as he sped toward the exit, followed immediately by all the others. Despite their various afflictions, they managed to move at a surprisingly fast clip.

Outside, in a garage made of bamboo sticks, I asked for the keys and went for a test drive. The Fiat they’d rented worked perfectly, no black plume exited from the exhaust pipe, and I couldn’t see any red light on the panel. Perplexed, I returned and asked if the group’s designated driver would please sit in my place and take me for a spin around the house. This turned out to be the man I’d met on the deck chair. He slid into the driver’s seat and off we went. This time the car did indeed proceed slowly, with a black cloud billowing from the back, while a red light on the panel winked frantically. Within a few moments I was also aware of the stench of burned rubber.

I could see at once that he hadn’t released the parking brake, and I had the impression that he had never done so. How far had they driven like this …? And how long had it taken them? Alarmed at the risks they’d run, I showed them all the main controls and explained the correct use of the brake.

Having solved this problem—brilliantly, they thought—I led everyone over to my van and finally got the tour in motion. But no sooner had we reached the gate than the lady with the thick glasses had to go back to the house because she’d forgotten her heart tablets. Once she was back in her seat, I succeeded in driving all the way beyond the gate before the
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Dario Castagno was born in England to Italian parents and moved with his family to Tuscany when he was ten. Through his company, Chianti Rooster Tours, he has guided small groups of visitors—mostly Americans—to his favorite spots in the Chianti region for more than ten years. This is his first book. Perhaps his proudest accomplishment, however, is claiming membership in Siena’s Caterpillar contrada, which in 2003 won the Palio, the wildly popular bareback horse race that consumes the energies of the Sienese people each summer. For pictures of the 2003 Palio and more, visit Dario’s Web site at www.toomuchtuscansun.com.
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