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			For Desire, David, Philip, Matthew, Lidia, the two Annas, Annalisa, Elisa, Albertina, Francesca, Beniamino, Franco, Gregorio, Domenico, Milton, Roberto B., and all those others whose generous help made this book possible. And in memory of Roberto Olivetti.

		

	
		
		
			
			Of truth we know nothing, for truth lies at the bottom of a well.

				—Democritus

				Vespasiano da Bisticci asked Federiqo da Montefeltro, first Duke of Urbino, what is necessary in ruling a kingdom; the Duke replied, essere umano—“to be human.”

				—Kenneth Clark, Civilisation
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			Preface

			This book came about in a curious way. Like most authors, I had assembled a collection of short stories but had never sold any of them. One of them seemed rather better realized, so I read it carefully. It described a weekend in Washington I had spent with Roberto, the son of Adriano Olivetti, the charismatic figure who had guided the fortunes of this family-owned, Italian office equipment company during and after World War II. My good friend, Caroline Scott Despard, had fallen in love with Roberto when she was living in Italy after the war. However she broke the engagement, moved back to the U.S., and was planning to marry someone else that particular Halloween Saturday night of 1964. Roberto, who happened to be in New York, called her out of the blue. He wanted to fly to Washington and take her out to dinner. She, in a panic, called me. She was bringing her new amour, Sam, to the dinner without telling Roberto. Would I come too? I joined them rather reluctantly and spent what was left of the weekend taking Roberto around the city.

			I never saw Roberto again. I discovered that in “Dinner with Roberto” I had attempted a character study of this interesting engineer, a personal portrait, because I never asked him about his company, which, as I understood eventually, was in crisis just at that moment. It suddenly became important to know whatever had happened to Roberto. I looked up his obituaries. He died in 1985 at the age of fifty-seven. The obituaries would not give the cause of death. For reasons that will become clear, I was convinced he must have died in a car accident. I persisted and finally made telephone contact with Roberto’s only child, Desire, living in Italy. That illuminating conversation led to other discoveries. These included the news that Olivetti had invented the world’s first desktop computer, a fact that is not reported in most computer histories. The company itself is now defunct. I found I had opened the door upon a Cold War mystery and a major industrial spy story with the Olivetti family as its victims. This account is the result.

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			Oranges

			Carnival time in Ivrea, Italy, is celebrated each year as in many other parts of the world as a riot of exuberant excess before the sobering arrival of Lent. It is sometimes referred to as a carnival, and at others as the Festival of the Red Caps, and the Battle of the Oranges. Both are relevant because this annual ritual can be traced back for at least a thousand years. Historians believe it began as a fertility rite. Remnants of its ancient past can still be discerned; it ends, as it always has, with the burning of a tree, thought to refer to the ancient idea that if you wanted a bountiful spring, someone, or something, had to pay for it.

			The custom of wearing a red cap came about during the French Revolution, in sympathy and solidarity. But when, or why, oranges became part of the proceedings no one really knows. That sunny, succulent fruit is not grown in these parts, which tend to have very cold winters—Ivrea, a town in Piedmont, is picturesquely silhouetted right up against the Alps. But some kind of battle is certainly part of the legend that has been handed down, a fable that insinuated itself into the festival in the nineteenth century and gradually took over. Time moves so slowly in Ivrea that what is measured in decades in most parts of the world is calculated in centuries here. As the story goes, a tyrannical baron in the Middle Ages demanded such a ruinous increase in taxes that his subjects were close to starving. One night the baron, exercising his droit du seigneur, took a miller’s pretty daughter to bed. She was all prepared. At, one assumes, just the right psychological moment, she pulled out a dagger and expertly removed his head. A battle was joined. Soldiers were summoned to punish the citizens of Ivrea, only to be defeated by a handsome general who commanded a superior force. The town was saved and the pretty miller’s daughter destined to be celebrated by generations of grateful citizens who have no future and for whom past glories loom large.

			
			To visit there for a few weeks is to return with vivid impressions: green water bubbling and churning in canal locks, an empty piazza, silent in the noonday sun, shutters banging, a mist on the mountain peaks. A girl in white goes by on a bicycle, silhouetted against black foothills, there are plastic flowers on a window ledge and graffiti on the windows of an abandoned hotel. Old men amble along the river walks by day. At night teenagers smoking cigarettes huddle, chatter, and silently slip away. Ducks gather in freeform patterns against the river banks. Lanterns creak and groan and bats wheel over the chimneys. The whole town is transfixed, as if “a painted ship upon a painted ocean.”
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					Waging war with oranges, 1950s

				
			
			
			Once a year everything changes. Barricades appear on the many wrought-iron balconies in the main square. Merchants hammer up protective boards for their display windows. Residents begin to string up flags and bunting in the narrow alleys. Deliveries roll in; everywhere boxes are unloaded. The town is stirring, roused from its somnambulism or perhaps ennui. Elaborate floats are repainted. These will carry the groups of baron’s men, who face the usual barrage of oranges that will end in the usual way, however well protected by plenty of padding and some steel helmets. There will be almost a thousand actors, descending from the hillsides and arriving from as far away as Sicily—Sicilians are in particular demand because of their accurate aim—and spectators will also be arriving in their tens of thousands. The supply of ammunition—crates of oranges laid out along the narrow alleys and lined up on the walls of the squares—is practically limitless. By the time the party is over, the cobblestone streets will be ankle deep in orange slush.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					What the city of Ivrea looked like after two days of battle, 1952
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					A monstrous orange ball

				
			
			When the ceremonies begin the floats start to arrive, with majestic slowness down the alleys, their pace dictated by their teams of horses, resplendent in crimson blankets, ribbons, and flowers, jingling and rumbling. Walls echo with confused shouts, the whinnying and snorting of the horses, running footsteps, the fluting of fifes, crashing of drums, and blare of trumpets. The windows thump and splatter with exploding fruit. As for the costumes, these echo the mad logic of ones worn by the Swiss Guards at the Vatican, all stripes and checkerboard patterns in blocks of violent red, purple, orange, blue, and green. There are fifteen teams of men, each wearing its own distinctive uniform, and a few girls as well, along with old-timers who have been battered for decades.

			But the stars of the event are, first, the miller’s daughter, or Mugnaia, in an ankle-length white wool dress and matching, ermine-trimmed cape with a long train. She is always accompanied by, second, her General, in all his sartorial splendor: cocked hat, black jacket, sashed, corded, epauletted, and befeathered, accompanied by white tights, black riding boots, and immaculate white gloves. They lend their benign presence to the affair, this charade, this mock victory over tyranny, that sometimes becomes an endurance test. As the hours go by, fighters drop out exhausted, squatting against the cold walls, wiping cheeks streaming with orange juice and sometimes blood. It is a sport, just a game, but every once in a while someone gets hurt. For the most part, an observer said, honor is satisfied if the soldier appears at breakfast next day with a black eye.

			
			The red caps have become an anomaly but are always worn, as a gesture of defiance and also solidarity, conjuring up memories of a similar cap that is another part of the Piedmontese tradition. If a citizen should appear in the streets bareheaded his photograph will be published in the annual souvenir program upside-down. This faux pas is considered a serious vote of no confidence. Ivreans have not forgotten that their town was once prosperous, symbol of all that was innovative and superior in Italian design and manufacture. That was many decades ago, and now they are reduced to performing such battles for the casual delectation of the crowd. Very well; it will have to do. And so any driver who enters the city will, at some time or other, be confronted by the sculpture of a giant hand, something like a papier-mâché construction, brandishing a monstrous orange ball. No explanation is needed. Everybody knows.

			

			—

			The international company that brought renown and prosperity to Ivrea was Olivetti. By no coincidence, Olivetti had supported the annual affair ever since its founder, Camillo, first took part in 1880, his slim, neat figure clad in white velvet with big, puffy sleeves and a marksman’s neat little hat to match. He, owner of a small but profitable electrical engineering company, was something of an artist, always coming up with machines of his own invention, and quickly saw that the quill pen was about to give way to a new machine designed for the modern office. He built a primitive typewriter and then went around the town with a horse and cart, promoting its superior qualities. Quite soon he had sold enough to hire his own salesman and Italy’s very first typewriter company, which by then had gone through several transformations, took off. As the company prospered, so did the annual carnival. In addition to all the paraphernalia required, the festivities included an annual buffet feast for the whole town, dances, and quantities of chocolates, candy, and bunches of mimosa that the Mugnaia throws into the crowd.
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					A neat little figure clad in white

				
			
			
			An Olivetti bride—Gertrud Kiefer Olivetti, who married Camillo’s son Massimo, was the first postwar Mugnaia, well bundled up against the cold, her way lit by torches because there was, in 1947, no electricity. An Olivetti grandson, Dino’s son David, or Davide Olivetti, became the most strikingly handsome General in living memory, riding, smiling, and saluting on a piebald horse in 1981. Grazia, who married the oldest of Camillo’s three sons, waving and throwing candy to the crowd, became the Mugnaia six years after her marriage to Adriano, in 1956. In due course, so was their daughter Laura, always called Lalla.

			Behind the blare and dazzle, the fighting, the cheers, the parades, the pomp and circumstance that followed a town’s yearly assertion of victory over oppression, can be perceived the unobtrusive presence of a certain member of that family in particular, Adriano Olivetti. Along with his siblings (three sisters and two brothers), he grew up on the verdant outskirts of the town, schooled at home for several years, went on to public school and in college studied engineering. Camillo was persuaded that Adriano was ready to run the company when he was just thirty.
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					Olivetti’s main building complex, set before the foothills of the Alps

				
			
			
			The son built on his father’s accomplishments with even bigger successes of his own. By 1960, the company Camillo had founded with a single primitive typewriter had enlarged to factories, offices, and satellite buildings spread over fifty-four acres. Olivetti sold five kinds of typewriters, several special-purpose adding machines and calculators, teleprinters, and office furniture as well, with plants from Barcelona to Bogotá.

			In an even more audacious move Olivetti had pioneered the first all-transistorized mainframe computer in 1959, running neck and neck with the one IBM, with more time and infinite resources, produced that year. Its well-built, well-conceived machines were sold in 117 countries, where it had acquired a reputation, not only for competitiveness but something more taxing: uniqueness. Their salesrooms in New York and Paris in particular reflected an elegance of design that came to be called the Tocco Olivetti, or Olivetti touch. A typical advertisement might “consist only of a few deft strokes from an abstract artist’s pen or an intriguing geometric pattern, with the word Olivetti printed where it can be noticed but does not intrude,” Fortune magazine reported. Or not even that. One of its early posters showed only a rose growing out of an inkwell.

			The company’s reach extended to its enlightened social programs. It paid better salaries than other companies. It had a shorter day and often a shorter work week. It provided a library, cinema, recreation center, first aid, a lecture program, lunches, buses, and low-cost apartments. Camillo’s ironclad rule was that no worker should be fired, though he might be reassigned. Worker productivity was enviably high and so was worker loyalty. It was the pride of Ivrea. And in the fall of 1959 Olivetti had moved into the American market as well. Adriano had bought Underwood, founded in 1874, widely considered the model for the modern typewriter. It was the largest foreign takeover of a U.S. company that ever was. For Adriano it represented the ambition of a lifetime.
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					David Olivetti, 1981, a strikingly handsome general

				
			
			People describe Adriano Olivetti as an idealist, a futurist, a visionary, profoundly moral, with an uncanny ability to fulfill his dreams. To many he was considered a legend, surrounded in “an aura of superiority and mystery.” In person he was not prepossessing. Although he had inherited his father’s finely shaped head and even features, by his fifties he had grown perfectly round, what hair he had left was a wispy gray and descending chins did the rest. He often dressed with formality, looking rather like an undertaker, or perhaps on his way to a garden party at Buckingham Palace—all that was missing was a top hat. None of this seemed to matter because of the allure of his personality. Whenever he met a prospective employee, he fixed him with a dazzling regard, not quite a stare, but direct and intense. His right eye turned slightly inward, as if looking at life both outwardly and inwardly. It was odd, unsettling, yet curiously endearing.

			
			Everyone talked about The Look. People were captivated, almost hypnotized, without knowing why. And when, instead of qualifications, bottom lines, and profit margins, Adriano talked about his dream of a better society and the virtues of community, the listener would be caught up in an idealistic fervor. One applicant said, “He hired me and I had no idea what I was supposed to do. It didn’t seem important.”
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					Adriano Olivetti and “The Look”

				
			
			As a rule Adriano took an active part in the three-day carnival, culminating in the Battle of Oranges, which took place on a Saturday. This particular Saturday, February 27, 1960, dawned clear and cold with not much of a wind: perfect fight weather. But Adriano could not be there for the party. He was being driven to Milan by his faithful chauffeur, Luigi Perotti, to attend an important meeting and then a lunch, followed by a weekend in Switzerland. He was making final plans for the new Olivetti-Underwood stock offering that would be offered on the Milan stock exchange the following Monday. The future plans for Underwood obsessed him. He was leaving in a week’s time to inspect his prize, which would be turned into an assembly plant for Olivetti’s new computers, then shipped all over the world. As usual, he had visited his favorite spa in Ischia the month before and was full of energy and well-being, his brother Dino remarked. He was fifty-eight years old.

			Franco Ferrarotti, professor, sociologist, author, politician, and an old comrade, said that he, in Rome, received a long-distance call from Adriano later that afternoon. The latter was just about to board the Milan–Lausanne express.

			“I was the last person to talk to him,” Ferrarotti said. “He said to me, ‘Franco, how are you? I’m fine. I am in a hurry. I am going to Switzerland for the weekend. Be ready to leave for Hartford, Connecticut, on Monday, March 7.” The astonished Ferrarotti wanted to know why. “Because we now have complete control of Underwood,” Adriano said triumphantly. “Underwood has eighteen product lines. We will keep only three. We will use their line of distribution, which is superb. We will get the ten best engineers from Ivrea and take them to Hartford. I want you to come with us. Be ready!”

			

			—

			
			That fateful day Posy, wife of Adriano’s youngest brother, Dino, saw him. “I was just walking along the street near the Hotel Principe in Milan and along came Adriano’s car with Perotti driving. Perotti was honking and Adriano was waving out of the window, all smiles. I have never seen him so happy.”

			Ferrarotti was not, as he thought, the last person to talk to Adriano before he left on his last journey. Someone went with him to the station. He was Ottorino Beltrami, called the “Comandante,” a former submarine commander who had been part of top management at Olivetti for a decade. Just why the Comandante should have been seeing Olivetti off that day is not known. What is known is that Adriano Olivetti took a seat in the back of the second-class section instead of first class, as might have been expected. We know that his mood of triumph and optimism had changed. He sat down in an empty compartment. Shortly afterward a youth (identity unknown) pulled back the compartment door and took a seat opposite him.

			“The youth” as he was called, later told Swiss police that the compartment was occupied by a most “distinguished-looking gentleman,” evidently Adriano in full garden party regalia. They made small talk—the train was ten minutes late leaving—and his fellow passenger picked up a magazine. He was, the youth said, “nervous, even agitated.” After a while he stopped reading and was looking out of the window with unseeing eyes. “One thing struck me,” the youth said. At a certain point the man’s face turned a peculiar shade of purple. Then he became very pale. “I wanted to ask him if he felt unwell but he seemed so reserved I did not dare.”

			The train stopped at passport control at Domodossola on the Swiss border. Everyone’s luggage was unloaded on the platform to go through customs control, then put back on the train, a process that took some time. While he was waiting Adriano discovered that a group of his employees, including the secretary of the company magazine, was on its way to a skiing holiday. They made plans to dine in the first-class dining car at the front of the train.

			
			When the train stopped at Martigny, an important junction for passengers en route to Chamonix and Mont Blanc, Adriano helped the skiers get off the train. Then, as now, the roadbed between Martigny and Aigle is uneven. A passenger walking along the corridor is likely to be thrown around, particularly if the conductor is making up for lost time, as is usually the case. Accounts of the final ten minutes of Adriano Olivetti’s life are as disjointed and jumpy as the ride. It seems he made uneven progress as he lurched from the front of the train, where he had been dining, to his compartment in the rear. Perhaps he was almost back in his seat when he discovered he had left his coat in the dining car. This seems to be the only conclusion to be reached, given that several passengers described seeing him making his way unsteadily along the corridor during those final ten minutes. Clearly, he was getting ready to get off the train once it reached Montreux. He never got there.

			One of the passengers who saw him in the corridor was Guy Metraux, a student who gave a Paris address. He said the man was walking unsteadily, clinging to the bar running the length of the corridor on the window side. His eyes were glassy. He was stumbling. Then, he was about to fall and trying to open the door of Metraux’s compartment. He collapsed, hitting his head. Metraux and other passengers rushed to help him get up and laid him down on a seat. He was semiconscious, mumbling something Metraux could not understand. A few minutes later the train pulled in at Aigle and a doctor climbed on board. It was, he said, a heart attack.

			

			—

			Once news reached Ivrea, the carnival’s final program was canceled immediately. The funeral two or three days later was a huge affair attended by thousands, including his family, who left their hillside villas to take up their roles as principal mourners in the town. While they were out, the villas belonging to Adriano and Grazia, and that of Dino and Posy, were broken into. Nothing of value had been taken but the home offices were torn apart and papers strewn everywhere. Then it transpired that some important documents were missing. But what were they? No one was talking.

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			“A Clear Head and a Nimble Leg”

			One might expect a town famous for a single object to enshrine that object repeatedly, with a chair, for example, on its coat of arms, or its promotional material, perhaps even its tax bills. But when the town fathers of Ivrea came to memorialize the name of Adriano’s father, Camillo Olivetti, they chose not a typewriter, but a waterfall. Their reasons are lost to history, but the symbolism is powerful enough. A sheet of water cascades down the side of a cliff and pools beside neatly tended beds of flowers. Although this memorial is quite grand and prominently displayed at the gates of the small town it is paradoxically easy to miss. The flow of water is more of a trickle; the cliff, an indeterminate brown, is not particularly remarkable; and even the name of Camillo himself, engraved on a small bronze plaque jutting out from the waterfall itself, fades into the background. This monument to a modest benefactor is as unassuming as his lasting influence, “the moving waters at their priestlike task,” as Keats wrote. He would not have wanted it otherwise.

			Camillo was given the names of Samuel and David but never used them, favoring this other given name of Camillo. He was named for Camillo Benso, Count Cavour, one of the great architects of Italian unification and first prime minister of Italy; he died in 1861, three months after taking office. Camillo Olivetti was born seven years later, on August 13, 1868, second child and only son of Salvador Benedetto Olivetti and his wife, Elvira—a daughter, Rose Emma, was born in 1860. Like other Olivettis, Spanish Jews who had arrived in Ivrea in the late seventeenth century, Salvador and Elvira lived in one of the delightful villas on the hills of Monte Navale, with the foothills of the Alps clearly visible from their beautifully manicured lawns and flower beds. One sees them in old photographs. His father, balding, with a decorative edging of beard on his cheeks, sits, looking rather glum, on a tapestried chair in his best suit, with a top hat and a book on the table beside him. His mother is dressed, quietly but fashionably, in the tight-waisted, big-bustled silhouette then in fashion, almost overwhelming her petite figure. Family money on the Olivetti side came from advanced farming methods—Salvador was a noted agronomist—and the sale of property, perhaps some of it in the suburbs around Turin, where a small car company called Fiat would make its appearance.
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					Salvador Benedetto Olivetti and his wife, Elvira Sacerdoti

				
			
			Camillo was only a year old when his father died in 1869, far too early to have made any kind of impression on his son. As a role model, he had his grandfather Marco. His mother, Elvira, with her wide-eyed, blank stare, grew up in Modena where her father was a banker and two of her uncles were actively involved in Italy’s long struggle for unification—twenty years before, they had been obliged to flee for their lives—along with Cavour. The fact that Elvira wanted her son named Camillo is significant although whether she herself took any part in the Risorgimento is unlikely. After Salvador died she moved back to Modena, where she spent most of her time. She is described as shy and diffident, as well as difficult, “perpetually confused and uncertain.” “My poor mother!” Camillo wrote in 1908. “I don’t think she ever understood.”

			
			A biographer of the Olivetti family notes reprovingly that Camillo was allowed to run wild and not subjected to the kind of paternal authority that would have reined in his headstrong temperament. What one generation finds flawed another will admire. For an artist the best kind of education can be no education. Camillo was, all his life, forever sketching and drawing, with machines as his favorite subject. He was an inventor in the making. He also showed unusual self-assurance. He appears in a studio portrait at the age of six or seven, posed against some fake rocks, wearing a sailor suit with matching belt, his straw hat perched like a halo on the back of his head. His classically symmetrical features, steady gaze, and confident air became the family’s beau idéal. In years to come, the nicest thing you could say about a baby boy was that he looked exactly like Camillo.

			

			—

			Camillo Olivetti, who grew up in a house full of servants, must have soon become aware of the huge gulf separating his privileged existence from that of the average peasant in the Canavese area of Piedmont at that time. Life was, as it had been for centuries, one of unremitting hard work and poor rewards. A book about the region, published in 1960, illustrates this fact of life with surprising clarity. Clogs, the indispensable footwear for a worker in the fields, are still being made and sold at the weekly market. Women from the hillsides around arrive to do their shopping wearing heavy straw baskets on their heads. Nothing much has changed.

			Peasants in the Canavese lucky enough to own their own plots of ground still expected to work it by hand, and the day lasted as long as the light did: hoeing, tilling, sowing seed, scything, harvesting—women and children beside their men.

			But perhaps the worst fate was that of the casual laborer, condemned to earn his or her daily bread wherever it was to be found. One woman recalled that in 1920 there were markets for such work taking place every week in conjunction with cattle markets, like the one in Saluzzo in the province of Cuneo, in Piedmont. Like cattle, they were subjected to a minute examination of their teeth, to find out if they were diseased because, as an employee, he or she would eat less. No wonder so many were deserting the countryside for the city. The fate of the rural poor became one of Camillo’s lifelong concerns.
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					Camillo, aged seven

				
			
			As his curiosity was aroused his grades improved. By the time he graduated in December 1891, he shot to the head of his class with the impressive score of 90 out of 100 points. He had already been accepted by an institute of fine mechanics in London for two years of advanced training. He spent part of that time touring factories, learning the practical applications of theoretical advances at first hand, and polishing his easy grasp of the English language. This mastery led to another plum assignment. Prof. Galileo Ferraris had been invited to take part in a conference on electricity being held at the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893. Ferraris had very little English; Camillo could speak it. Would his prize pupil care to accompany him to the United States? Camillo would. He stayed a year.

			

			—

			The Chicago exhibition was timed to celebrate the discovery of America four hundred years before by Christopher Columbus, and was also called the World’s Columbian Exposition. As designed by the architects Burnham and Root, as well as Frederick Law Olmsted, landscape architect, some two hundred buildings were being erected on six hundred acres, embellished by lakes, pools, and canals. It was called the White City, and from a distance its massive buildings with their cupolas, arches, and pillars seemed insubstantial, like a vision imagined by Turner. In fact it was a stage set built out of plaster and jute, designed to be swept away as soon as the party was over, which in this case went from May to October 1893. The whole fair was to be floodlit with new-fangled electricity. But by whom? Edison General Electric bid for the contract using the direct-current system. Its rival, Westinghouse, used the alternating-current system. Who would win? The “war of the currents” dragged on for a while. Westinghouse kept increasing its bid until it won the contract. The cost to the company was ruinous. But it had the upper hand and the star of the show, who just happened to be Galileo Ferraris. Camillo’s first-hand experience with American Exceptionalism had begun.
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					Camillo as a teenager

				
			
			Camillo’s letters from this trip have survived, and show him to be the kind of traveler who notices everything, has something to say about most things, and likes to write letters. His own begin after he and Ferraris arrive in New York in August 1893. He is staying in New York and cannot believe how simple it all is. The city has organized avenues running north–south into a coherent grid pattern crossed by other roads running west to east called streets. You could not get lost, it was as easy as that. He loved American coherence and inventiveness. He loved the efficiency and scale of it all; the Western Union offices that were equipped with enough power to run fifty thousand telegraph batteries. He was in awe of the Edison factory where 27,000 light bulbs could be produced in a single day.

			

			—

			Shortly after Camillo Olivetti returned to Ivrea, he met three people who were to be major influences on his life. The first was a swashbuckling politician named Filippo Turati. Turati is generally considered a leading force in the reformist movement that was sweeping Italy on foreign and domestic policy abuses, civil rights, and the rights of workers on such elementary issues as an eight-hour day. He was the founder of a workers party that had, the year before (1893), joined forces with similarly minded groups to establish Italy’s first Socialist party. That put him, and many others, in the category of conspirators against the state. Turati was usually on the move for one reason or another, such as police surveillance or threats of assassination.
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					Filippo Turati, a leading reformist

				
			
			Turati had trained as a lawyer but his interest in the law was almost an afterthought compared with a multitude of more pressing interests: from politics to journalism, poetry, and criminology. His rumpled, almost ferocious appearance—straggly beard, wild hair, splashy bows rather than neckties, usually askew—gave him the other-worldly charm of a man on a mission who does not have a minute to waste. On the stage he propounded, defended, exhorted, and castigated a rapt audience into submission. Camillo Olivetti was no exception. Martin Clark wrote, “[T]he chief fighters for freedom were the Radicals. The 1890s was their golden age, and their trump card was morality.” The scandal of the king’s harem, of colonial exploitation, the crime of child labor, and the desperate plight of the poor: all were subjects for his outrage.

			When Camillo Olivetti heard Turati and how they met is unclear, but given Camillo’s knack for finding and charming famous men it was probably the work of a moment. They both had wide-ranging interests and Camillo was never short for subject matter, whether the dimensions of the giant sequoias, the annual production of the Underwood typewriter company, the shortcomings of Tolstoy’s War and Peace, or the folly of Milanese audiences—it did not matter. Turati’s influence was immediate and decisive. Camillo was soon elected to Ivrea’s city council as its first Socialist member. The local police took a dim view, deciding he must be “a subversive individual of socialist beliefs,” and arrested him. Not that this mattered. He wrote, “I joined the Socialist Party and threw myself headlong into the struggle.” He also said, “I was so carried away in those days that if only I could have found two hundred well-armed men…”

			
			He was seriously thinking of starting his own business. The business climate was favorable and he had lots of wonderful ideas. The problem was that most potential workers in Ivrea and its immediate surroundings scarcely knew what electricity was, never mind how to use it.

			As a student of Ferraris’s, Camillo was aware that a tool to measure the voltage of direct and alternating currents was available. It was a mercury motor meter that was easy to read. But that was only the beginning; many more such instruments were needed and he was probably the only man for miles who knew what they were and how to invent them. His solution was the essence of simplicity; he would start a course and hold classes in his villa in Monte Novale. He was immediately assailed with the argument that farmworkers could not learn, would not learn, lacked the necessary intelligence to master this new calling. It was probably true in some cases, but he never conceded the point. Of course they could, he said. He was lucky in that one of the first to knock on his door was a large, burly man who had trained as a blacksmith. His name was Domenico Burzio, and he turned out to be a treasure, because he was the first person to show up who knew how to melt metals.
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					Burzio studies a problem in the early days.

				
			
			
			Burzio was hired as a stoker to look after a boiler but was promoted rapidly to the role of foreman. His job was to make Camillo’s designs on paper work. There was a period of experimentation during which it gradually became clear that Burzio had a natural genius for reading Camillo’s mind. Or perhaps it was a talent for visualizing, and understanding the shapes and sizes of various parts needed to put a tool together. Or all of these things. It amounted to a complementary vision, the other half of the equation, one Camillo was quick to appreciate. Without Burzio, nothing was going to happen. Camillo made prominent mention of the major role this unlikely blacksmith played in his life and insisted that Burzio sit in the front row in all official photographs. It also made him realize the contributions that could come from unexpected sources, and that he must always be open to the idea that the man on the job knew more than he did. He never failed to go down the line every evening asking for suggestions for improvements.

			He was finally open for business. He called his company CGS—named for centimeter, gram, and second. Within five years he was employing five hundred workers and emerging as an up-and-coming businessman.

			Camillo was in his late twenties. During his period abroad he had wined and dined several attractive girls as his letters coyly suggest. A few years later he was overcome with remorse. “There came a period which, poor me, coincided with the ugliest period in my life, morally speaking….May God forgive me how many evil deeds I did back then!” Whatever had caused this feeling that he had fallen into a pit of moral depravity? Could this be the same man who wrote, “I don’t waste my time listening to sermons?”

			
			Luisa Revel, the girl Camillo married, had the most important role of all to play. Like himself, she came from a persecuted sect, in this case, the Waldensian. As John Hooper points out in his book The Italians, one’s only other option in times past was to follow the Blessed Waldo. Peter Valdo, or Waldo, was, like St. Francis of Assisi, born in the twelfth century into a wealthy family in Lyon, France, who gave away his fortune to live in poverty. His example inspired many followers. The problem was that he was required to gain the Church’s permission if he wished to preach. Unlike St. Francis, who took that precaution, the Blessed Waldo did not. The Waldensians became heretics, a label they carried for centuries. Hooper notes that the Waldensians “developed an anti-ecclesiastical bias that foreshadowed some of the teachings of Luther and Calvin.” They were also a few more centuries ahead of their age in their willingness to ordain women.

			Down through the centuries the Waldensians were subjected to savage persecution by the Catholic Church, and by the seventeenth century they were almost wiped out as a group. Full civil and political rights did not come until 1848. Bands of fugitive followers took refuge in the Cottian Alps on the border between Italy and France, and there Luisa was born, one of fourteen children of Daniel, a pastor of the church, and his wife, Maria. The Revel family claimed to trace their lineage back to the thirteenth century. There is a photograph of Daniel in old age, seated at a table, turning the pages of a book, with a white beard, a curious plaid hat, a dark velvet jacket edged with braid, and a brace of medals on his chest. There is another photo of his tiny wife of about the same period. She is also hatted and seated, wearing the exhausted expression of a woman who has survived the birth of fourteen babies. (Many died in infancy.)
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					Luisa Revel at work
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					Louisa, “a quiet, thoughtful girl,” as a teenager (date unknown, c. 1901)

				
			
			Luisa grew up in the home of a wealthy aunt whose views on a literal interpretation of the Gospels were uncompromising. Strict adherence was the rule and Luisa followed its precepts without question, graduating as a teacher from the Piccolo Institute of Divine Providence in Ivrea. She was a quiet, thoughtful girl, rather thin, who wore her hair undressed and plain cotton dresses without elaboration. This, at a moment when girls aspired to be buried in ribbons and lace, made almost immobile by vast, padded petticoats, and smothered under massive hats.

			Just how they met is a matter of debate. One version is that all the local girls knew him already because of his eccentric habit of going everywhere on a bicycle, instead of the smart little carriage and pair to be expected of a well-to-do young man. This version has it that Luisa met him at her aunt’s house one day when Camillo called upon one of his secretaries, who was renting a room there. On the other hand, it is said they met unexpectedly on the street. According to this version, coming upon her by chance, and struck by her beauty, he dismounted, doffed his cap, and asked her to marry him.

			More to the point, she said yes and they were married in Ivrea on April 8, 1899. He was extroverted, impulsive, and never stopped talking. She was discreet, quiet, and willing to leave the starring role to him while she looked on, smiling, in the background. She had a way of persuading without contradicting, of consoling and reassuring, of accepting his confidences without judging. She was perfect for him and no doubt the other way around. Some years later, when he was traveling over the Christmas holidays, he wrote: “It is eleven in the evening and soon the New Year will begin. I want to end the year writing to, and thinking of you.”

			

			—

			
			One of Camillo’s pronounced characteristics was watching where the money went, from postage stamps to bus fares. Every item was carefully noted and, wherever he stayed on his American travels, finding a room for 50 cents instead of a dollar called for a triumphant letter home, along with some vague assurance to the effect that it was clean as well. Setting up his CGS company should, by his account, cost twice what he managed to scrape together—325,000 lire—and only heroic economies made it possible. Added to that was his ceaseless search for improvement that matched the architect Frank Lloyd Wright’s own. As Wright said, “We aren’t doing today what we did yesterday, and we won’t be doing tomorrow what we did today.” Not only was he artistic and creative, an American friend wrote, after receiving news of his marriage to Luisa, but he was a hard-headed businessman as well. Camillo was bound to succeed.

			Quite how he fastened on building a typewriter is unclear and he must have known that such a machine, made of six thousand separate parts, made his fiddly little gadgets for measuring electricity look like child’s play. Besides, it was hardly a virgin field ripe for exploitation. An Italian, Giuseppe Ravizza, a prolific as well as energetic inventor, had invented one before he died in 1885.

			Camillo was also aware that Ravizza’s invention had been largely dismissed by the society of his day because of its bias against technical prowess, or what he called its “anti-industrial” frame of mind. He said, “We are still the progeny of the [ancient] Romans who left all industrial work to their servants and freedmen and held it in such low esteem, that while the names of the most mediocre proconsuls, poets and actors that ever amused the decaying Roman civilization were handed down to us, the names of the supreme engineers who built roads, aqueducts and the great monuments of the Roman Empire were never divulged.”

			By contrast, American companies picked up Ravizza’s ideas with enthusiasm, and by 1868 Remington’s version, based on identical principles but with distinct improvements, was a huge success. Specifically, the QWERTY layout of the keys on the top line had been adopted and was in general use almost everywhere. Not in Italy. An Italian may have invented what Ravizza whimsically called his “clerk’s clavichord,” but no one wanted it.

			
			Olivetti’s first designs were in a shape that would become familiar but were limited to two rows of keys. The tattered remnants of those early experiments, now more than a century old, put one in mind irresistibly of the haphazard wooden teeth of that martyr to early dentistry, George Washington. As experiments became more polished, the race was on to improve the speed of machines so slow that the operator might as well have been setting type by hand. Improvements such as being able to make capital letters, set paragraphs, margins, and a host of other niceties appeared, but the machine was still heavy and lumbering. The goal was to build a machine that would allow an expert typist to rattle along without incurring the equivalent of a mechanical meltdown from the roadblock of too many keys bunched together. The issue of speed led to the electrical typewriter, which was faster yet, and eventually the computer keyboard, so exquisitely sensitive that strange communications appear as if by magic the moment the fingers touch the keyboard. Camillo had the opposite problem. Could a machine be invented that would respond to a lighter, faster touch?

			By then Camillo Olivetti, who was in need of extra space, had moved back into the red brick building he had originally designed and built for his CGS on the outskirts of Ivrea. He brought with him a skeletal staff, and along with the indispensable Burzio set about training a new group and bought new equipment: the company’s first Brown and Sharpe automatic lathes and its first milling machines. Early photographs of the interior, featureless except for some high ceilings and plenty of window light, showed numbers of young women at work wearing overalls of the ankle length then coming into fashion. Other photographs show the first machines, stacked in identical boxes stamped “OLIVETTI” being loaded onto carts, on their way to be sold, and drawn by horses. (Actual trucks came later.) Camillo, acting as his own salesman, set out with them, making the rounds of offices that might buy this newfangled invention. Once a machine was sold, that was not the end of it for Camillo. He would be back in a week’s time, wanting to know the reaction and suggestions for improvements. Even if the client was satisfied. Camillo was never satisfied.
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					Two of the early typewriters, the M1 (manufactured in 1911) and the M40 (1931)

				
			
			His first real success, the M1, was finally ready for a wider audience. “The M1 was offered to the public as a ‘faster’ machine thanks to a series of ideas that allowed rapid operation of the keys,” Patrizia Bonifazio and Paolo Scrivano observed in Olivetti Builds. “For this to be achieved, the Olivetti engineers worked on the kinematic notion of the machine but they also used more sophisticated materials in the moving parts, such as forged steel, which was more elastic and longer lasting than cast iron.” Getting the touch just right—this exquisitely delicate problem continued to bedevil the Olivettis for years. It was a matter of nice judgment, of fine feeling, like the final stanza of a poem. How to attain it; how to marvel in it: it was the Tocco Olivetti in the making.

		

	
		
		
			
			3

			The Convent

			Quite soon after their marriage, Luisa and Camillo started having children. Since she was one of fourteen, raising a large family would have held no terrors. If she did not get lost among so many siblings, the odds are that she was seen to need more attention, for whatever reason, because she went to live with an aunt. Did she feel more wanted and needed with her own children? Was she the kind of mother who, in her turn, was all for her husband and not for her sons and daughters? It is hard to tell. What does seem clear is that Camillo had taken control of all the big decisions down to the smallest details.

			Camillo had his own reasons for needing the closeness and intimacy he had missed as a boy. Far too much time had been spent at boarding school, which he resented, he did not have a close relationship with his mother, and was seldom living in the same city. The boy who never had a father now had to become one.

			The first to arrive in January 1900, a year after their marriage, was Elena. Adriano appeared in rapid succession in April 1901, and Massimo at the end of February 1902. For a well-to-do family there were plenty of maids and nurses, as well as funds for frequent studio photographs of the growing family. In a clever double image, Luisa is sitting in a garden with baby Massimo, in a white dress, on her lap and Elena, standing
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