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Cagaranzu

Chapter 1 — Origins
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The Cagaranzu grew everywhere: in the cracks of the asphalt, on the nuraghi, even between the windscreen wipers of cars left unattended for a month.

Glebionis coronaria has always grown in Sardinia, and it grows everywhere. In times of hardship, the village folk — having nothing else — ate it raw or boiled alongside cheese; perhaps someone still does. It is a perfectly ordinary dark green vegetable, slightly rough to the touch, with a bitter taste like many field herbs; it produces a yellow flower. The elderly women of the area use it to "keep things moving."

Giorgio Bagau, mayor of the municipality of Monte Tulo, has read that a well-known community in the Veneto region has just completed its application to the European Union to have their green cabbage recognised as a PDO and TSG product. The operation has generated a great deal of funding for the producers' consortium and pushed prices up by five hundred percent. Those who had always eaten green cabbage can no longer afford it; those who had never heard of it are now paying for it as if it were fillet steak.

Giorgio thinks there's money to be made. The trouble is that his municipality is entirely given over to grazing. The only native plant is the Cagaranzu itself, a invasive weed that overruns the fields, ditches and courtyards. It grows between the roof tiles, in the gaps of dry-stone walls, and on the nuraghi. Leave your car in the same spot for a month, and it will sprout between the windscreen and the wipers.

Business is business, and so the mayor, with great determination, rented a field to cultivate the prized vegetable. This plant would make him rich; his village would become famous the world over, much as radicchio had made Treviso famous. The young leaves and shoots of this species can be added to a salad or a soup, but — to be honest — they are nothing special. Though that's just my opinion.

Giorgio, who considers himself a man who truly understands the world, begins by changing the name of the invasive weed: he calls it "Heart of Tulo." He starts cultivation and launches the paperwork to have the plant recognised as a typical product certified by the European Union:


PDO: Protected Designation of Origin.

PGI: Protected Geographical Indication.

TSG: Traditional Speciality Guaranteed.

Organic: certifying that the product is obtained without synthetic chemical substances.



The public administration follows his lead with debates, conferences, and an upcoming food festival at which people will be able to eat gnocchetti with "Heart of Tulo" free of charge. Top chefs and sector experts arrive in the little village. The vegetable that grows in the ditches is named Product of the Year by the prestigious "Foodloose" association. Restaurant owners, once sceptical, change their minds about the Cagaranzu and add it to their menus. "If all this fuss has been made about it, there must be a reason," they tell themselves.

The inhabitants of Monte Tulo are proud to have such an appreciated local product, lately finding in it a different, more delicate flavour. A flood of money arrives in the municipality from the European Community, from the regional and provincial administrations; within a few months the consortium of producers of this excellence numbers around fifty members.

A consultant hired by the mayor declares: "Marketing in the agri-food sector is built on the storytelling of the product, enhancing its origin, sustainability, and quality through appealing imagery and emotional content."

Winning strategies include social media presence, collaborations with food influencers, attractive packaging design, and the promotion of traceability through e-commerce.

Giorgio Bagau mapped out his strategy:

Storytelling and Brand Values for "Heart of Tulo": tell the story of the product, its tradition, origin (Made in Italy), and values such as sustainability and authenticity, in order to forge an emotional bond with consumers.

Food Content Creation & Visual Marketing: use high-quality photos and videos (recipes and "behind the scenes" of production) to enhance the Cagaranzu's image, especially on visual platforms such as Instagram.

Social Media and Influencer Marketing: leverage Instagram, TikTok and Facebook to engage with the community. Collaborate with food bloggers or influencers to build credibility and reach new audiences.
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Chapter 2 — The Antagonists
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Villa Ponte Tulo borders on Giorgio Bagau's municipality. By regional decree, its inhabitants are forbidden from cultivating the plant known as "Heart of Tulo" even though their own fields are full of it; it grows there spontaneously and the sheep eat it. The farmers of Villa Ponte Tulo are not even permitted to pick it, despite the weed being identical to their neighbours'.

Outraged, they form a committee to secure a local speciality of their own; they roam the entire municipality in search of a plant to promote, but, unfortunately, almost the entire commune is grazing land. Along the dry-stone walls grows a green herb with yellow flowers that, according to local legend, was eaten by someone in the distant past; its folk name is "Feruledda," and the species is highly invasive (Ferula communis in Latin).

The committee transforms itself into a consortium and names the vegetable "La Dolce Verdina" (The Sweet Little Green), then prepares the voluminous documentation to obtain the various certification marks. A specialist agency is commissioned to handle the advertising launch.

The ring road number 754, built to ease congestion in the regional capital, has within a few years become lined with warehouses and advertising hoardings. From six in the morning to seven in the evening, the road is choked with nervous and easily irritated drivers. At dusk the cars thin out and young women in miniskirts and high heels begin to appear. At kilometre three of the 754 — the stretch where it is the young men who wear the heels — a flickering neon sign reads "TV Amica Sardegna." The "V" is broken. Everything is housed inside a blue prefabricated building.

Ignazio Budrone, known as "Gnazio," is the owner of this small local television station. He works to provide the community with news through its sole evening bulletin at eight o'clock. The rest of the schedule consists of fortune tellers, miracle creams for corns, and products for bad breath. Gnazio, before finding his professional calling, had tried everything: from door-to-door sales to running a topless bar, accumulating a trail of failures along with the odd conviction for bounced cheques and fraud. His work is complex: organise the sale of advertising space and oversee the news bulletin, his only audience draw. TV Amica Sardegna has three employees: an accountant, a general technician, and the newsreader, one Gianluca Barabau. It also has two trainee journalists, fresh out of university, who work for free for a year to add the experience to their CVs. Budrone personally oversees the selection of new staff every year. This year, too, he has struck gold with Simone and Luca.

Today is the first editorial meeting, and the new arrivals bring their contributions. Luca, who has been up all night, excitedly recounts how he followed a turbulent town council meeting that ended at six in the morning amid insults and shoving, eventually broken up by the intervention of the local police. The agenda had been the approval of a sweeping amendment to the town plan. The final tormented vote rendered a vast agricultural plot — ownership of which is attributed to associates of the mayor, and even to one of his companies — eligible for development.

Gnazio, after hearing the juiciest details, pronounces: "Luca, you've done excellent work. And the story is this: last night the town council worked tirelessly to give the city the finest urban plan of all time; the majority, together with the opposition, in perfect harmony, stayed up till dawn so that the document would finally serve the community rather than the speculative interests seen in the past." Luca, struck dumb, didn't have the courage to contradict him; he lowered his eyes, thinking that the first story of his life had not turned out as he'd imagined.

It was Simone's turn. He presented a document in which the president of the province, Francesco Misciau, had appointed a new Managing Director of the company Strade Provinciali S.p.A.: an alleged "close friend" of twenty-two, with no qualifications and no experience.

The young man had professionally produced photographs, documents and testimonies sufficient to create a genuine scoop.

Ignazio: "Simone, the story is this: hats off to the young! At last, a fresh face capable of managing our road infrastructure with wisdom and the vigour of youth. We extend our congratulations to Gioia Monnixeddu. In this young woman we admire her preparation, her determination and the work she has carried out thus far. The rest you can sort out yourself."

Budrone to the room: "We're not quite there yet, people." Budrone, like a great friend: "We are a local news programme. Our viewers want to hear about festivals, wine, cheese, panade and seadas; about how talented we are at everything, or how beautiful our beaches are. And above all, how lucky we are to live in this paradise all year round. People want to hear the good things about Sardinia, people.

For instance: Steve Jobs invented Apple after eating a quince from Santu Lussurgiu. Want more? Jeff Bezos had the idea for Amazon while buying octopus at the San Benedetto market in Cagliari, where there were masses of people.

Or: Taylor Swift's grandfather was a carabinieri marshal in Bacu Abis, near Carbonia, and then emigrated to America. There are so many of these, my blessed friends.

Think about it: the wheel was invented by a primitive man from Mulargia, a hamlet of Bortigali, six thousand years ago, even though he never quite figured out what it was for.

Marie Antoinette — the one with the brioches — ate nothing but copulette from Ozieri. I could give you a thousand more, but you're the journalists. Put your backs into it, people!".

The three young reporters glumly wrote up the stories with a lump in their throats; they handed them to the newsreader Barabau who, with his characteristic knowing wink, read them out and informed the community of what had occurred in the city and its surroundings. For the two aspiring journalists, a period of depression had begun.

A splendid day. A young and beautiful couple running through a flower-filled field with two delightful children; the four of them laughing and having the time of their lives. Holding hands, they enter a magnificent restaurant. A waiter serves them dishes made with Heart of Tulo. The magnificent family is transported by this exquisite food, as are the guests at the nearby tables; the children even ask for more. From the kitchen door emerges the celebrated food and wine expert Gazzoni; he hands the children a plate of gnocchetti shaped like little mice, also made with the famous vegetable. He looks into the camera and says: "Heart of Tulo from Monte Tulo: you'll rediscover taste, tradition, health and endless good cheer." The advertisement ends on a shot of the child laughing with fork in hand.

Mayor Giorgio Bagau has just had the commercial produced and is satisfied and in good spirits. A phone call ruins his day: the Producers' Consortium of "La Dolce Verdina" has completed the paperwork for the various certifications; moreover, they are about to shoot a television advert more expensive than his. He thinks: "I have to stop the Feruledda consortium — they could divert public funding and attention away from my vegetable."

In the television studios, Budrone is waiting; he has prepared a contract for six months of sixty-second slots within the news programme, after the health segment. Bagau arrives and, without hesitation, signs the contract, but in a roundabout way asks Gnazio to deal with the competition problem. Ignazio reassures the official: "Consider the Feruledda extinct. Your Budrone will see to it, starting now."

At three in the morning, an elderly gentleman by the name of Giovanni Prexieddu arrives at Accident and Emergency accompanied by Budrone. The old man tells the admissions desk that he has been unwell — vomiting repeatedly, possibly because of a very high fever; he feels drained and his mouth is parched. The doctors ask the patient what might have caused the malaise. Wincing with pain, Prexieddu says he hasn't done anything unusual and that he ate lightly: a thin slice of horse meat with a salad of Feruledda. The patient is treated and, after several hours, sent home.

Three hours later, Gnazio returns to A&E and waits outside while Dolores Gagnau tells her story — she too has been unwell. The one unusual detail noticed by the doctors: the woman ate the same herb as Prexieddu, "La Dolce Verdina." Over the course of the day, Budrone's car pulls up at the medical centre four more times. He calls an emergency editorial meeting in which he recounts the events to his journalists: "Last night six people became very ill. They contracted a new form of influenza, called the 'Feruledda virus.' The symptoms are extremely high fever, vomiting and a sensation of suffocation; it could be deadly, like recent influenza strains — think bird flu, or mad cow disease. This lethal virus is transmitted by a salad herb that grows all over Villa Ponte Tulo; the name of the vegetable is 'La Dolce Verdina.' Now, people, go to the hospital, do your jobs, and bring back exactly what I've told you. Tonight the entire news programme will be dedicated to the Feruledda influenza." Simone and Luca interview the A&E doctors at the hospital; these, out of caution, decline to comment, having insufficient evidence to form any hypothesis. The eight o'clock bulletin on TV Amica Sardegna opens with the story: "Killer virus in the city. Last night the emergency department of the civic hospital was called upon to assist large numbers of people who presented with extremely high temperatures. The doctors are cautious, but the influenza may prove lethal. The Feruledda influenza appears to have already infected several of our fellow citizens, though the exact number is unknown. The apparent cause of this epidemic is 'La Dolce Verdina,' a vegetable that grows throughout Villa Ponte Tulo."

Presenter Barabau continued to speak about the epidemic throughout the entire bulletin. The colleagues in the printed press, in their evening edition, reported what had been heard on television, triggering between news outlets a chain reaction in which each follows the last — a game in which the one who goes first always wins. The competent authority declared a state of health emergency in Villa Ponte Tulo: the pastures were seized and declared a health risk zone. The consortium was prohibited from producing and selling the "Feruledda" vegetable.

The emergency apparatus swung into action precisely where the little green
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