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It was early summer and the new corn was growing as far as the eye could see on the flat Venetian mainland. Here and there the distant tip of a bell tower peeping over the stalks signaled the presence of a village lying low in that leafy green sea. Driving north from Venice, I kept losing my bearings on the narrow back roads, until a small, rusty sign came into view: ALVISOPOLI 2 KM.

My family’s association with this small town had ended nearly a century earlier. Yet the name still had a hold on my imagination, eliciting a strange nostalgia for a world I had never known but with which I felt intensely familiar.

Alvisopoli was the brainchild of my great-great-great-great-grandfather Alvise Mocenigo. At the end of the eighteenth century he reclaimed a vast tract of marshland that belonged to the family and, guided by a pioneering spirit that was truly at odds with the decadent mentality of the old Venetian ruling class, built a model farming and manufacturing community, with proper housing for the workers and their families, health care, and an educational system that included a state-of-the-art technical school. The community grew to become a proper little town, which he named after himself: the “City of Alvise.”

After the fall of the Venetian Republic, in 1797, Alvisopoli continued to thrive despite financial difficulties and the ravages of successive wars. In fact, its greatest expansion took place during the time of Napoleon. But Alvise died prematurely, in 1815, shortly after the collapse of the empire. It fell on his widow, Lucia, and afterward their son, Alvisetto, and his heirs, to carry on his visionary project. As it happened, the utopian ideal and its élan faded during the nineteenth century. Alvisopoli became a farming estate like many others, the only difference being that it was much larger than the other big properties in the region.

My grandfather Andrea di Robilant inherited the property from two childless Mocenigo aunts after World War I. He sold it in the 1930s to pay his debts, and the estate was broken up. The new owners continued to farm the land, but they abandoned the village, including the main villa and the surrounding buildings. For a long time Alvisopoli was little more than a small ghost town, lost in the Venetian countryside. But in the mid-1980s a state agency stepped in to convert the old buildings into a low-income housing project. Some twenty years later, I was driving through that part of the country and decided it was time to make a belated pilgrimage to the old family estate I had heard so much about as a child.

I emerged from the cornfields directly onto the main square of the town and parked the car in front of the old Bar Mocenigo. The layout of the town was intact—no new buildings had been added since the early nineteenth century—but the impression of stepping back in time vanished as soon as I reached the main villa, where the new tenants had moved in. Satellite dishes were secured to the windowsills. Clothes were hanging out to dry. In the back of the main house, the garden had been divided into weedy vegetable plots. There was a melancholy shabbiness about the place that reminded me of Eastern Europe during the Cold War.

I was about to turn away and head to Bar Mocenigo to lift my spirits with a shot of grappa when a short, portly man I took to be the caretaker emerged from the villa amid a loud jangling of keys. “I am Benito Dalla Via,” he announced. “Can I be of any help?” His face lit up when I told him my family had lived on the estate for many generations. “Come with me,” he said. He took out the batch of keys and led me to the little church that Alvise Mocenigo had commissioned in the early nineteenth century. “Here are the tombs of your ancestors,” Benito said as he pointed to the marble slabs under which lay the remains of Alvise and several of his descendants.

It turned out Benito was not the official caretaker, but rather a self-appointed one. The housing board had assigned to him and his wife, Giuditta, a small apartment on the ground floor of the villa. Giuditta pruned and watered the plants in the condominium courtyard. Benito, a retired hotel porter with time on his hands, had taken up embroidery. The walls in the sitting room where I was invited for coffee were covered with framed renderings of flowerpots, biblical scenes, and Venetian vistas.

After coffee, Benito rose to his feet and commanded me to follow him. “I am taking you to the park,” he said, and led me past the vegetable plots behind the villa to a peeling old gate. He pulled out another set of keys, and we entered a very thick wood with tall trees, brambles, rotting lumber, and stagnant waters. There were occasional signs of a grander past: a gnarled boxwood hedge, a broken bench, and here and there the traces of an old pathway. But the park had long reverted to wilderness.

As we made our way into the scrub, I realized Benito was looking for something specific he wanted to show me. Soon he came to a halt in a clearing and pointed in the direction of a bush about three feet high that was covered with the loveliest pink roses. As the surroundings came into focus, I spotted similar rose shrubs growing in the vicinity, as if a secret garden had sprung up in those woods over the years.

I walked over to the closest plant and took a rose in my hand. It was silvery pink, very light at the center and darker on the outside. The diameter was about three inches. The petals were loose, and fell to the ground as I observed the flower. The scent was very strong and reminded me of peaches and raspberries. Although I did not know much about roses, everything about this one—the delicate color, the sweet fragrance, the way it carried itself—suggested this was an old rose of some importance that had been growing wild in these woods for a very long time. Its presence was mysterious yet assertive.
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“We call it ‘Rosa Moceniga,’ but so far no one has been able to identify it or to explain why it grows here at Alvisopoli,” Benito said, hoping I might have some inkling.

Giuditta, a shy, soft-spoken woman, had made several cuttings of the rose, which she grew in pots outside their apartment, in the courtyard of the villa. As I prepared to leave, Benito handed me a small plant wrapped in a white plastic bag. “Take it with you,” he said. “It will remind you of this place.” I promised I would put it in the ground as soon as I got home.

I have a small garden in Venice, on the island of the Giudecca. I am ashamed to say I had left it to itself in the damp climate of the lagoon, so it was in very poor shape at the time. The lawn was beaten up and mossy; the boxwood hedge around it was overgrown, and the hydrangeas sagged mournfully in the shade. Pots with stunted camellias and dried-up geraniums were scattered about. Every summer, the vine over the pergola went on a rampage, climbing over the wall and into my neighbor’s apple trees. It was such a shabby place that I had come to think of it more as an “outdoors” than as a proper garden—a place to store brooms and the occasional garbage bag when I missed the early morning pickup barges.

When I got back home from my visit to Alvisopoli, I dug a hole in a sunny spot and stuck the little rose plant in the ground, hoping for the best. I never fed it fertilizer, never pruned it, never even bothered to pull out the weeds that grew around it. Yet it did very well, turning into a graceful little shrub that flowered generously all through the autumn. In the winter, when most of its foliage was gone and the bora, the freezing wind from the north, swept across the lagoon, the plant clung to the hardened ground with the tenacity of a true survivor. I watched it from the window as it battled on, wondering how it could possibly make it through the winter. But the cold went away, and soon the hardy shrub stretched out its battered limbs. And in a matter of days it was covered with buds that were bursting to bloom.
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In the spring, I cleaned the place up, kept the hedge fairly well groomed, and filled my pots with clematis and scented geraniums. I even took out the moss and reseeded the lawn. As the mysterious rose continued to thrive, its sweet fragrance mixing with the salty air of the lagoon, I thought the least I could do was provide it with decent surroundings.
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For a while I didn’t give much thought to the Rosa Moceniga. The shrub continued to grow, and to flower generously from early March to late November, and I was quite happy to leave it at that, enjoying the slight air of mystery that hung over those fragrant pink blossoms. Then a chance discovery in the Venice Archives suddenly opened up a trail that proved irresistible.
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I was going through some old family manuscripts one day when a large notebook, tattered and worn around the edges, slipped out of a folder and fell to the ground. It turned out to be a diary of my great-great-great-great-grandmother Lucia Mocenigo, which she kept while living in Paris in the waning days of Napoleon’s empire. I sat down to read the entries she had written so diligently in her tiny scrawl. To my surprise, I was transported to a world that seemed in the throes of a mad love affair with roses even as it was falling apart.

Lucia moved to Paris in the summer of 1813 to be with her son, Alvisetto, who was enrolled in a Parisian lycée. Her husband, Alvise, the founder of Alvisopoli, was a senator in the Kingdom of Italy, the puppet state Napoleon had created in northern Italy after the fall of the Venetian Republic. The emperor expected prominent figures in his various European dominions to send their male children to school in France, so as to forge them into loyal subjects of the empire. Lucia had resisted sending her son away, relenting only on the condition that she be able to join him.

She did not have many friends in Paris, but one of them was Empress Josephine, who had set up court at the Château de Malmaison after Napoleon divorced her on the grounds that she could not give him an heir. Lucia had met Josephine briefly in Venice, at the time of Napoleon’s conquest of the Venetian Republic in 1797. They renewed their friendship in Milan, in the early years of the empire, when Lucia was lady-in-waiting at the court of Viceroy Eugène de Beauharnais, Josephine’s son. In 1810, after the imperial divorce, Lucia and Alvise attended the wedding of Napoleon and Marie Louise, the eighteen-year-old archduchess of Austria, as part of the official Italian delegation. At the risk of being frowned upon at court, Lucia took the opportunity of visiting Josephine in the small, run-down Château de Navarre, where the emperor had exiled his former wife for the duration of the wedding festivities. And Josephine appreciated the gesture.

When Lucia arrived in Paris in 1813, she had not seen Josephine in nearly three years. Shortly after settling into a small apartment in Faubourg Saint-Germain, she took her carriage out to Malmaison to visit the former empress. She gives a funny description of their encounter. Josephine was waiting for them in the new billiard room, near the entrance hall with its stark white-and-black checkered floor, green wallpaper, and Egyptian decorations. A small parrot with colorful plumage was perched on Josephine’s breast. As Lucia and Alvisetto walked in, the parrot started furiously pecking the flowers of a small bouquet fixed in Josephine’s hair. The empress did not lose her calm, but the greetings had to be interrupted while she removed three strings of pearls from around her neck for fear that the parrot should take aim at them, too. It was time enough for Lucia, always a keen observer, to take a close look at the splendid pearls and value them at “no less than one hundred thousand francs.”
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Malmaison became a second home to Lucia. The atmosphere was easy and relaxing. There were usually no more than a few close friends and members of the family in attendance. On weekends, Lucia occasionally took Alvisetto to play with Josephine’s grandchildren (the son and daughter of Hortense, queen of Holland). The adults played Boston (Josephine’s favorite card game) and, when the weather was nice, took walks around the estate.

The garden had been landscaped à l’anglaise by the Scottish horticulturist and garden designer Thomas Blaikie, a favorite of Marie Antoinette’s before the Revolution, and Lucia loved the way it blended naturally with the surrounding farmland.

Josephine’s interest in plants was wide-ranging, and the grounds and greenhouses at Malmaison were filled with exotic species of all kinds, including her collections of heathers, succulent plants, and Pelargonia. But she was obsessed with roses. She started out modestly enough, with twenty-six fairly common species, which she placed in clusters around the estate to create a natural effect. But soon the collector’s spirit took over, and she began to accumulate increasingly rare cultivars, which she kept in pots lined up in her greenhouses. By the time Lucia visited Malmaison, Josephine’s collection included more than two hundred different species and varieties, and was the envy of the grandes dames of the empire.

Josephine had unlimited means at her disposal to indulge her passion, and she went out of her way to obtain rare roses she did not yet have. Her main provider was André Du Pont, possibly the greatest collector of his time. An employee with the postal service, he was also the serviteur des roses at the Jardin des Plantes, the prime institution for the study of natural sciences. But Josephine also ordered roses from abroad. Lee and Kennedy, a famous nursery in Hammersmith, was a regular supplier.

Josephine was especially eager to get her hands on the fabulous roses coming from China to England often via Calcutta, where the plants rested in a large garden set up by the British East India Company. The British had a monopoly on the Chinese plant importation, the French having been cut out ever since the Compagnie des Indes, the equivalent of the flourishing East India Company, went bankrupt during the Revolution. But that did not stop Josephine from getting what she wanted. Not even war diminished her appetite. When she heard that the coveted R. indica odorata (later to be known as ‘Hume’s Blush Tea-Scented China’) was on its way from the Fa Tee Nursery in Canton to Sir Abraham Hume’s garden in Hertfordshire, she made sure arrangements between the French and British admiralties were set up so that a specimen was sent to her.
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After Napoleon imposed the Continental Blockade on Great Britain, Josephine convinced the emperor to give John Kennedy, the Hammersmith nurseryman, a special permit so that he could cross the Channel and come to Malmaison with his seeds and plants. The year Lucia settled in Paris, Kennedy provided Josephine with at least four new Chinese roses that had recently arrived in England via the East India Company. These were R. chinensis, R. multiflora, and R. chinensis semperflorens—this last being the Chinese horticultural variety that brought the color red to European roses and was named Slater’s Crimson China after one of the directors of the East India Company, Gilbert Slater.

Lucia was not by inclination a collector, and as far as I know, her love of roses never became an obsession as it did for so many of her contemporaries. But in Josephine’s company she developed an interest in botany that she had never really shown before her trip to Paris. Josephine encouraged her to pursue it seriously, introducing her to René Desfontaines, the longtime chair of botanical studies at the Jardin des Plantes.

Professor Desfontaines gave Lucia a personal tour of
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