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			Dedication

			In memory of my walking mother,

			June Minshull, 1931–2021

		

		
			Introduction

			Before you follow these wonderful wanderers across the pages of Where My Feet Fall, a bit of backtracking – first to April 1336. To the day Petrarch the poet climbed the craggy side of Mont Ventoux in southern France, in ‘air fine’, and had much to say about it – about fellow travellers, about the terrain covered, about getting high and gazing afar. His was an early pedestrian story roundly written. It examined the reasons for going on foot and noted the good things gained. It paved a way.

			It would pave a way to the English Romantics (William Coleridge, the Wordsworths), who used prose as well as poetry to describe moving into nature, and sublimely so. Another, William Hazlitt, went walking to consider the act of walking itself, and in a popular essay told us to venture alone because our friends talk a lot and block the views. After them came the Victorians and Edwardians, acute responders to their own pedestrian heydays, who didn’t link it only to necessity (poverty) or recreation (affluence). They talked of roaming urban and indeterminate places and were attuned to a mental aspect. Charles Dickens declared he might ‘explode and perish’ should he not leave the house every dawn, every dusk. Virginia Woolf said likewise on one of her night walks.

			And if the backtracking was to end and we look to more recent times? There has always been a need for air and exercise, for the sights and sounds and aromas, for the hours to slow and the world to reveal. But don’t our walks have added intent? More and more we move through nature to address environmental concerns, and to ‘rightfully roam’. We move through cities to search and to clarify (we’re all psychogeographers now), and to happily snub the wheel. We move everywhere to settle the mind or to fire it up; and often, Mr Hazlitt, we move en masse for reasons of communality. Hiking groups grow; pilgrimages endure; protest marches are a common optic and we parade endlessly; file to stadia and shops and so forth. We pave a way together.

			Travelogues and memoirs, nature narratives and social histories record these journeys. But I think it is the shorter account, formally shaped or shaggy, that truly catches the trajectory of a walk. Very satisfying when the course of three or four miles unpacks over three or four thousand words. Giving the whys, hows and wherefores of a primary activity; its changes of direction and mood filling the page, its rhythms caught in the rhythms of the lines. Dickens the tireless tramper delivered a second gem: he said something ‘always happens whilst walking’, and if it happens in the head or on the road ahead then it can be laid down at essay length. Which after a few twists and turns brings me to the aim of Where My Feet Fall. I asked twenty writers to tell us about a journey made – simply this. Now to keep track of them all … let’s be off!

			***

			The writers, hailing from various parts of the world and travelling various parts, were given a choice – remember an old walk or report on a recent adventure. The invitation came at the beginning of the 2020 pandemic with all of its restraints, yet the second option was accepted by a goodly number. That the pandemic fails to overshadow their stories is good too. Did the relief and freedom and joy of setting out offer an alternative world for three hours, maybe three days? Footing it can do this.

			So the twenty signed up and went about things, usually as one of two types. There are those who put the activity at the centre of their work – call them walker-writers, in the steps of a Dickens, a Woolf, friendlier than a Hazlitt. And there are those whose feet hadn’t crossed any pages until here. Also joining up are the ambulating outliers. Harland Miller says ‘I’ve always hated walking’, before recalling an episode, caused by a lack of petrol, that was memorable for him … alright, it was ‘worthwhile’. While Richard Ford leads the collection with mixed feelings – he doesn’t own the right gear, doesn’t like the wrong weather, but is abroad often and happy to boot, you know it.

			Ford uses a lovely bright word to depict his fellow footers, a ‘cavalcade’. For Where My Feet Fall I wanted the cavalcade to cover as many grounds as possible. Walks are had in the UK and in Europe. In North America and Australia. In India, Pakistan and Japan. During the hours of daylight, dusk and night; come rain, shine and snow. And the travels themselves? Well, some people scale the heights (not Mont Ventoux exactly, but A. L. Kennedy tackles a side of Skiddaw in Cumbria), and some get down with nature. Deeply so, into fields and forests, along lakeshores and coastlines. And city pavements invariably beckon, as do places harder to define. Suburban places for one, and the liminal, almost in-betweenish places.

			Sometimes these places are so offbeat that a reason – even a quest – is needed to negotiate them. Or be content to ‘drift’ through them without expectation. It helps Kathleen Rooney’s return from the Horseshoe Casino in Hammond, Indiana, to her neighbourhood in Edgewater, Chicago. All is blaring freeways and skewed signage and sinister objects, hardly fun yet rich in the telling of. With equal curiosity and probably more love, Will Self ‘roams’ an expanse of eastern Kent once more, where flaring chimneys and rusted turrets and gun-metal waters resemble a new Sublime to him. And as for suburbia itself, Pico Iyer has a home in it, at Nara not far from Tokyo. His daily ‘amble’ notes how the old (the shrine) and the new (the beauty parlour) lie oddly adjacent; and how the rumblings of a dog at the gate attest to the man’s ‘foreigner’ status in this in-betweenish place.

			From the peaks to the pavements, then. Tens of thousands of diverse steps, in diverse footwear, enjoyed in the air fine. But don’t many of our walks strike a common chord – in terms of physical movement, that is, and as an inner journey becomes integral to the experience. When our minds go walking too.

			A figure enters the Mühlenbecker Forest, north of Berlin – ‘Rain. So much of it that I cannot see beyond the hood of my coat. It falls in sheets, vertical and sideways, on gusts of racing wind. Rain waving like laundry clipped to a line’ – and despite the wicked weather, most senses are sharp. The visual, for sure, and the aural (‘crackling’ and ‘slapping’), and the felt (‘packed dampness of clay’ underfoot ). And though it is not exactly said, one anticipates a stream of scents wafting over this land of pine and vine. Finding such wonders as ‘yellow pfifferlinge’ on the forest floor means a fair day out is had, a fair seven kilometres traversed. Only, Jessica J. Lee’s walk happens as much in her head as it does physically ahead. She considers the history of nearby Schloss Dammsmühle, and remembers being hereabouts in different seasons and different situations. And the lasting rain acts as an omen for what might be a final visit to Mühlenbecker.

			On drier ground, on the Camino de Santiago de Compostela, Ingrid Persaud reckons she’s a rookie rambler – ‘I forgot to prepare. When I tell you I forgot I mean I never even walked round my back yard two three times.’ Still, she’s an astute watcher of the people she passes (and the people passing her), and despite a weariness after three days’ heat, the journey inside burns bright – ‘But the weird thing was that gradually my mind completely relaxed. It was empty of thought, focused simply and entirely on the act of walking. Even as the pain increased, my mind remained clear’. But surely she’ll make it to St James? On another well-trod trail is Joanna Kavenna, following a section of the Grande Randonnée number 4, out of Grasse in the south of France, and her mind is full of everything except the direction taken – ‘all sorts of crazy things’. It’s not a case of reaching the end, more about the next evocation and the next reverie. What else will be fired up en route?

			I’ve always liked a certain idea – that when a path invites us forward, stretching straight and easy, we find ourselves going backwards. Time travel on two feet, as the rhythm of our stride stirs all manner of memories and forgotten moments. But this is better put by others. By Agnès Poirier, a flâneuse at most stages of her Parisian life (Paris is the great pedestrian city, in this editor’s opinion); and by Cynan Jones, as he ‘steppingstones’ across a winter beach in mid-Wales; and by Sally Bayley, reimagining a lunchtime walk down the curvy Maltravers Drive of her childhood in Sussex.

			Staying with the idea of time travel – can’t it mean accompanying a fellow spirit? Joining the human flow of New York is Sinéad Gleeson – ‘Left, right, left, right, lungfuls of air’ – who’s alert to everything and aware that the writer Maeve Brennan caught scenes so acutely here in the 1940s–60s. Lungfuls of air will be needed by Tim Parks and partner Eleonora if they are to keep pace with the bootsteps of Captain De Cristoforis, friend of Giuseppe Garibaldi. A record of the captain’s last march fuels their own march along the lake lands of Lombardy, northern Italy, where the present day has a habit of butting in. ‘Sunhats … sunscreen, sunglasses … sunburn’; and at the pretty towns passed ‘everyone has a dog’.

			It turns out this isn’t only a book of us, the shoed and booted bipeds. These pages bring mention of and meetings with a cavalcade of other beings, familiar and surprising. Meet the late-night sheep, the Galician Blonds, probable foxes, coyotes and bears; also the Tasmanian devil and the Raegowrapper. And to confirm that our world does come closer on foot, Josephine Rowe, immersed in field life at Bar Haven, Newfoundland, is sensitive to the presence of moose, and of ‘moose nests’.

			And, yes, everyone has a dog … dogs deliver truths on their travels. A few are distant barkings, but Pico Iyer gets growled at because he has the buttery smell of the foreigner wandering around his Nara suburb. Most dogs ‘pad’ and ‘trot’ the pavements, are ordered by one Delhi resident into groups – street dogs to approach at your peril, or their opposites, the imported, domesticated, mild-mannered St Bernards and Alaskan malamutes. And in this city, hit hard by the pandemic, Keshava Guha says hello to a husky – ‘By the time I reach him he is up on his hind legs, and a second later two paws press tightly against my lower back. For over a year, during the pandemic of 2020, he was the only thing I hugged.’

			Writers are to be found with their dogs. Patrick Gale receives a reminder to depart the desk and get out there – ‘the relentlessly punctual whippet slides sharp little paws onto my thigh’. Come night-time, Nicholas Shakespeare exercises a golden retriever called Sancho (named after Panza, and a footballer, he once told me) and notices how his quadruped friend fades from sight, reappears again, glimmering like a ‘glow-worm’. Darkness does this – whether in the city, or in a Wiltshire lane – it changes what is seen during daylight into shapes and sounds we wouldn’t usually imagine; it transforms behaviour too. And elsewhere, another dog leads its owner on a merry dance across east London, repository of some eye-catching rubbish. During a second walk they arrive at the side of a small lake, as ‘buried personal mysteries’ rise to the surface; such an interlude with Gogo the beagle reminds Irenosen Okojie of an enduring ‘restlessness in her feet’.

			***

			Getting ready for Ventoux, Petrarch thinks long and hard on company, and deciding forms the best section of his story (he will ask a brother; they will bicker a lot). I can’t help but admire the lone roamers ahead – whether tackling Skiddaw, the margins of the Isle of Grain, the hard shoulder of the M11 – but, like the poet, I’ll second those who want to walk with others. This is when Richard Ford is keenest. That’s why Ingrid Persaud and Agnès Poirier are drawn to the rituals of the pilgrimage and the protest march, and even have their marching songs. Can’t you faintly hear them?

			Moreover, friendships matter, are bolstered on the course of a walk. Kamila Shamsie concludes this roll call of walking writers by doing it in a city not known for doing it (Karachi folk should seek their local ‘walking track’). And strong is the joy of heading for the local beach with a sister and pals in tow. Naturally there are differences between them: only two of the four live locally, two happen to be ‘slow walkers’ and two are ‘fast walkers’, but soon the outing offers insights:

			We turn to wait for the other two to catch up so I can tell Zehra she has joined the ranks of the slow walkers. ‘No, no,’ says Zehra. ‘I’ve been watching you. You slowed down, Juni sped up. And I slowed down and Saman sped up. We’ve all adjusted for each other.’

			We are all delighted by this, as if it proves something about a give and take at the heart of our friendships.

			Which after further twists and turns brings me to you, the walker-reader, happy (I hope) in possession of Where My Feet Fall. Whether solo or with others, at a peak or on a street, in the light or in the dark, taking a dog or dogless – here’s to being encouraged, moved and amused by the footfalls to come. Perhaps in these times we should be walking more than ever. Perhaps we are due a golden walking age. If so, let’s be off indeed. Forward … avanti … avanzar … zenshin suru!

			Duncan Minshull

			February 2022

		

		
			Walking, A Departure

			Richard Ford

			For me, preparing for a walk is a pretty simple matter. I don’t come from a line of experienced, sporting exerters and was never a very impressive athlete. So about all I’m willing to do to ready myself for a walk is rustle up a pair of not-totally-inappropriate shoes – sneakers, or even deck shoes, though not wingtips or flip-flops. Mostly I attire myself in whatever I happen to have on when the walking mood strikes me – garments attuned more to the weather than the walk; and certainly nothing ‘walk specific’ – nothing like those ball-smusher Lycra tights serious cyclists wear that make me uneasy about the men who’re wearing them. I don’t do a lot of walk anticipating, in other words. Doing more would make it seem more serious than I am.

			I definitely do have to decide to walk, however – rather than, say, just ambling out the front door and heading off. At certain times of the year I will walk most days – though certainly not all days and not at all times of the year. Sometimes I walk four miles (mostly less), though never at a fast clip. Nothing’s instinctive or habitual to me about walking, other than walking across the room to fetch something I want, or walking the dog – that is, walking towards a specific goal. Walking I do for, you might say, walking’s own sake is not quite a duty, yet is something less than a pleasure – more like going to a slightly boring job where I’m the boss. At its best – for me – walking can be akin to taking a medium-length, economy-class train journey, where I can put my nose to the cool window glass and let the world course past me as in a dream.

			I tend to walk only at the ends of days, since my earlier hours are generally full of interesting, significant activity I want to do more than I want to walk. I definitely don’t need to physically ‘warm up’ to walk – to stretch or do deep knee-bends (which I always do for playing squash). The nearest I come to warming up might be mentally scrimmaging with the inertia which can easily convince me not to walk at all, but instead to read a book or watch something on TV or have a drink. Of course, if I can persuade my wife to walk with me, it’s always better. We can talk while we’re walking, which takes my mind off what I’m doing. Walking alone, frankly, is always a test of my patience.

			I mostly walk the paved streets in our little town, here on the Maine coast, where there are houses and cars and other pedestrians, but also woods where there are occasionally coyotes and bears and sometimes rabid foxes, so that I feel better carrying a stout stick with me to fight these creatures off, which slightly ups any walk’s adventure quotient. But even without these incursions, I can just as easily decide against walking – chiefly weather’s to blame (too hot, too cold, raining, snowing, too windy, not enough wind). Also, almost any even trivial physical bother will put me off a walk. Really, I don’t want there to be any impediments I have to think about – such as something unpleasant I have to do afterwards. Or something pleasant.

			[image: ]

			I suppose I do have to be in the right frame of mind to take a walk. Not that I’m fussy about what that frame of mind is, any more than I’m fussy about what I wear when I walk. I’m not conscious of ever walking with any plan of achievement in mind – a designated distance to span, or a particular route to take, or anything related to timing. Any such thoughts cluttering my head would detract from whatever it is I get when I walk. I do notice that sometimes I’ll decide to take a walk if I’m in a bad mood – not infrequent for a novelist – since it seems to be the case that I can ‘walk myself’ out of feeling peevish and return more chipper. That said, I never walk to ‘figure things out’. I’ve tried that. It doesn’t work. Conversely, I’ll also walk if I feel energetically optimistic, as if I’d be squandering a good mood if I don’t do something with it. However, electing to walk can also indicate I’m not energetic enough for squash, or simply don’t want to go to the market. Yet, if I do abstain from ‘my walk’ (as my wife calls it) I’ll generally feel fine about it – as if it didn’t matter if I walked or didn’t. Sometimes (maybe it’s an age thing), I actually don’t walk but mis-remember and think I did, in which case I feel about the same.

			I do believe walking’s good for me, though I really don’t know how good or why. Probably walking in the way I do it is equal to not smoking two unfiltered French cigarettes a day – which I wouldn’t do anyway. As with all medical data about walking, reports are generally positive as long as you don’t hurt yourself. Looked at this way, I admit that walking is an act I choose instead of choosing something else – having that drink, for instance, since I do both at about the same hour. Indeed, I’m quite aware that I often take a walk so as to postpone having a drink, holding it out as a reward for when my walk is over.

			Oh, I know there are dedicated walkers who have very different philosophies about walking from mine; walkers who read about walking online and in books like this one, who take walking supplements, do directed walking exercises, join clubs, watch walking videos, wear insignias and talk in chat rooms for hours about walking, and who write seriously about rituals and etiquettes and theories of preparedness so as to guide themselves more open-heartedly to the stepping-off point. Kudos to you all, I say. Caps off. I’m simply not of your clan – not all that serious about walking. And yet, as with most things, I’m in step with the larger cavalcade of humanity. So, I’m willing to bet there are world-beating walkers who feel much the way I do about it. And as far as these driven-to-walk walkers are concerned, I like to think that for there to be a you, there probably also has to be a me somewhere far back in the road, which, after all, we’re walking together, aren’t we?

		

		
			Following Others

			Tim Parks

			Any path you take you are following others. But it’s something rather different to follow others and let them decide the path. In the early hours of 23 May 1859 Captain Carlo De Cristoforis led a small party of men across the Ticino from Piedmont into Lombardy and marched north on the eastern bank to surprise and capture the Austrian garrison in Sesto Calende where the river flows out of Lake Maggiore. On 27 May he fell in the battle for San Fermo, four miles west of Como.

			These were the Risorgimento Wars to liberate Italy from foreign occupation. In the summer of 2020, my partner, Eleonora, and I took advantage of our liberation from lockdown, to follow De Cristoforis on his last heroic march, west to east across Italy’s lake land – Lago Maggiore, Lago di Comabbio, Lago di Varese, Lago di Como. Fifty miles and some pretty rough terrain. They did it in four days, we in three. But we didn’t have any battles to fight. Except with the heat. Constantly in the region of thirty-five blazing degrees.

			‘Sunhats,’ Eleonora proposed. ‘Sunscreen. Sunglasses.’ She reflected: ‘Sunburn.’

			For anyone living in Milan, these lakes offer easy daytrip destinations. Hikers love the high mountain paths above them offering shimmering visions of the lakes themselves and the great Italian plain to the south. But nobody walks the lower hills in between. When you follow men who did not have recreation in mind, you inevitably find yourself exploring new places. And enter a new relation with the land. From start to finish they saw every slope and forest, river gorge and hill-top tower in terms of military threat and opportunity. There were ambushes and bayonet charges. We had to study the map long and hard, and make intense use of a path-finding app to discover a walkable way across this variously beautiful, strangely neglected landscape.

			[image: ]

			Arona was the place to start. On the west bank of Lake Maggiore, some six miles from Sesto. It’s a rattly hour in a slow train from Milan’s Porta Garibaldi Station. And in fact it was the great Giuseppe Garibaldi himself who was leading this campaign. The Piedmontese had allowed the maverick revolutionary to put together an army of volunteers. Meaning those too young, too old or too politically compromised to serve in the regular Piedmontese army, which was fighting further south. Very little was expected of them. After a long day’s march in heavy rain, Garibaldi arrived in Arona late afternoon demanding beds and food for 3,500 men. As soon as he felt sure that local traitors had fed this news to the Austrians, he got his men on the road again, in the dark, and struck.

			We also arrived late afternoon. Across from the station the lake was postcard blue. Gleaming. A big Ferris wheel allows a high view across the water: hills climbing to mountains; castles, monasteries, campanili. Ferry boats traced foamy zigzags among the lakeside communities. In 1859 the Austrians had a warship, the Radetzky, on patrol. They had commandeered all the local boats. They had dismantled the bridge over the Ticino at Sesto Calende. They felt safe.

			Arona rolls over for the tourists. But it’s done in style. There’s a porphyry-paved promenade, vine-draped pergolas, café tables everywhere. Away from the lakeside, narrow streets climb into shade, offering swept cobbles, noble façades, fashion items. GIUSEPPE GARIBALDI SLEPT IN THIS HOUSE, says a plaque. He didn’t. He didn’t sleep at all. We went to bed early in the no-frills Hotel Spagna, which rubs shoulders with a funeral parlour to the left and blood donor’s association to the right. Captain De Cristoforis, it seems, had a premonition his death was imminent. We know from long experience that the key to walking in intense heat is to start early.

			***

			Eleonora slices a peach for breakfast and we are out at five thirty. There’s a hillside of suburban clutter to negotiate. Rural decay and middle-class pretension. The quickest route would be the lakeside road, but it’s heavily trafficked. And the soldiers would have been in full view of Austrian patrols. A bin lorry pursues us upward past sagging fences and crimson oleanders, until, high above the lake, we’re sucked up into the silence of the woods.

			The history is an alibi. To get us on the move. To give us a route, a challenge, a story. What matters now is the walking. These are the best moments of the day, under thick deciduous foliage, tunnelling through ferns and spindly saplings. Not a soul. But cobwebs clinging to your face, a deer ghosting through the trees. We have light packs, we walk with trekking poles. The regular thud of poles on hard earth draws us into step, weaves a powerful intimacy. As among men marching in silence. A ‘beautiful march’ one of Garibaldi’s men observed in his diary. At a bend in the path, the leader himself stopped and ordered his men to be still. It was pitch-black. They thought he had picked up the sound of the enemy. ‘The nightingale,’ he said. ‘Listen.’

			‘This is the Parco Naturale dei Lagoni di Mercurago,’ Eleonora tells me. She is the map reader. ‘The big lakes.’

			This is comical when you have the huge Lago Maggiore spread out below while the biggest lago we come across up here, glimpsed through sagging branches and tall reeds, is a stagnant pond where lilies float in slimy reflections of overhanging twigs. It’s 8 a.m. and warming fast.

			‘Time for the sunglasses.’

			Only one bridge crosses the Ticino here. It’s built on two levels – trains below, cars above – right where the lake funnels into the river. So we have to leave Garibaldi and De Cristoforis, who stayed in the hills as far as Castelletto, a mile further south, then crept down to the river and embarked their advanced guard on boats that local patriots had hidden from the Austrians. We plunged down tortuous paths and country lanes back to the main road where the OK Café offers lorry drivers cappuccinos and croissants. Ten o’clock. Having foregone the dinner that the good people for Arona were preparing for them, Garibaldi’s men marched on empty stomachs. Eleonora wondered what happened to all that food.

			‘I guess the people celebrated not having to put them up for the night.’

			The views from the bridge are spectacular. Hazy glaciers to the north, above white sails becalmed in blue, a greener, more rivery world of scullers and ducks to the south. Then it’s just a stone’s throw to Sesto, where an obelisk resting on four cannonballs bears the inscription:

			HERE THE BRAVE CAPTAIN DE CRISTOFORIS DEFIED THE PERILS OF AN UNEQUAL CONTEST

			We followed the river a mile or so to the place where they crossed. The sun is ruthless now. No amount of cream, no technical quality of sweat-wicking shirts or ventilated hats can subdue it. The skin burns. Fingers and toes swell and throb. You must stay on the move, always. Never stop, if not in the shade. An appropriate imperative when following a man like Garibaldi, whose strategy was never to stay still.

			There is no shade on the river bank. The water slides southward, strong and solemn between wooded slopes. There is no monument at the point where the men crossed. The fast current scattered them and it took a while to regroup in the rainy night. Later, in Sesto, the townsfolk came out, repossessed their boats, tied them together from bank to bank and brought 3,000 men stumbling across in the dawn.

			Sesto Calende is more real than Arona, with hints of activities that do not require French and German tourists. Being mainly men who had fled Lombardy to avoid Austrian military service, Garibaldi’s volunteers were warmly welcomed here and lavishly fed. Arguably, it was the awakening of a spirit of patriotism, a yearning for freedom, that was the achievement of this campaign, more than any military significance. Enjoying our new freedom post lockdown, we bought bread, cheese and tomatoes and found a bench in the shade. I took off my shoes and studied a first blister. Then onward, five more miles to Corgeno, on the shores of Lake Comabbio, skirting rugged hills to the north, filling our water bottles in the fountains of every village: Oriano, Oneda, Mercallo, avoiding busy roads.

			No one walks from town to town any more. That’s the truth. The Italian word viandante, like the English word ‘wayfarer’, has fallen into disuse. ‘Someone who goes on paths outside towns, travelling by foot, to reach distant places,’ the dictionary explains. And adds: ‘No longer current.’

			Hikers take their cars to where the roads end and the paths begin. Looking upward to our left, we can see the peaks we’ve climbed on other trips. Now we’re walking through the debris the glaciers brought down from there: steep, oddly contorted hills, concealing pretty villas, abandoned farms, shallow lakes. A rich smell rises off the soil, dry and honeyed. Stone walls are thick with ivies, alive with lizards. Brambles clutch. A donkey brays. Roused by the click of our poles, dogs chase along railings, barking wildly. Everyone has a dog. Everyone senses the need for protection. The wayfarer passes.

			Garibaldi left Captain De Cristoforis with 120 men to protect Sesto while he took the main body of troops to Varese. The Austrians arrived from the south with 3,000 men. De Cristoforis was thirty-four, a middle-class intellectual, who had written books on agricultural reform, studied at a military academy in Paris and taught in London. He placed all his men in ambush at the sides of the road we walked along, let an Austrian cavalry party pass, then sprang out and opened fire from behind. The Austrians broke up while De Cristoforis escaped into the hills to rejoin Garibaldi. Convinced the main army was still in Sesto, the Austrians shelled it. Causing the first Italian casualty. A woman crossing the piazza with her shopping.

			After wasting an hour lost in a thick wood, we found no shops open in Mercallo. The August siesta is notorious, but a neon sign beside the town hall wished happy birthday to Ida Brusa, who, spared the cannonballs, had reached the grand old age of 102. By evening we had reached the shores of Lake Comabbio and ate freshwater prawn risotto on a terrace that pushes out among the bulrushes, raising our glasses in celebration when the cruel sun at last sank in the west.

			‘Did they not get blisters in the nineteenth century?’ Eleonora asked.

			While Garibaldi marched through the night, we were studying our feet in our hotel room.

			‘They wrapped their toes in rags soaked in tallow.’

			‘Which is?’

			My bluff was called. ‘To do with candles?’

			She checked with Google. ‘Boiled animal fat.’

			***

			We made do with blister plasters and had our shoes on again before dawn, heading north now up the east bank of Comabbio, beside carpets of what look like huge yellow lilies. This is fast, easy walking along well-surfaced bike paths, pleasantly tame, but with the bracing spectacle of the Alpine arc up ahead, gleaming in early sunshine.

			Climbing north-east, to cross the hills to the Lago di Varese, it’s still flowers I remember. Pushing through foxgloves and yellow archangel. Brushing a small butterfly from my lips. There are horses in the fields, hay bales. Everything is bucolic, becalmed. A summery fragrance tenses for the coming heat. The first wasps begin to buzz. Then the woods close in and the path is little more than a steep cascade of rocks, a dry stream where we find a woman on horseback picking her way with infinite care. Garibaldi had only 150 cavalry, too few to make much difference in a battle but useful for reconnaissance. His scouts told him there were 6,000 Austrians in the key town of Como, already moving west towards Varese. It was important to get there first.

			We pass Bernate and Bodio Lomnago. Like pretty provincial women, these villages seem unaware how much their treasures would be admired in the metropolis. Seventeenth-century villas await a first renovation. Churches crumble in romantic neglect. But in the narrow lanes the cars are as fast as anywhere. I have to shout to Eleonora to be careful. It’s as though she couldn’t see the danger. Eating breakfast on the terrace of a surprisingly well-stocked pasticceria, the gossipy ladies at the next table are shaking their heads over a young boy overwhelmed in an avalanche on the slopes shimmering above us. His corpse was brought down this morning.

			You dive down the hill now, with Lago di Varese luminous below. Your poles tick off the miles. Rhythm is so important. Steadiness. We hum to keep time. For a while we’re hemmed in by tall walls of maize. The air is oven hot. So the oak woods along the lakeside are welcome. At the delightful little harbour of Azzate, you can rest under willows and gape at the view. Before the thousand-foot climb to Varese.

			It’s a town of 80,000 people now. There were 11,000 then. ‘It seemed every single man woman and child came out to greet us,’ Garibaldi remembered. Under drenching rain. We arrived drenched in sweat, desperate for shade. And found it under the elegant portico in Piazza Podestà, together with a list of those who died just forty-eight hours after that triumphant arrival
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