Italian Ramblings November 2005

              Down at the Esselunga, a couple of electricians atop one of those lorry mounted cranes are turning the car park floodlights pole into a ziggurat of Christmas lights. I went down there today to buy some more magic mushrooms, a lump of parmesan cheese and a packet of that spaghetti flavoured cat food for the new kitten. Nowhere to park. The principal culprits seemed to be those two sparks, who had cordoned off enough car parking spaces to satisfy all the season ticket holders of Lucca United, and then shinned up their crane to safety. A knot of animated spectators had gathered below, and work on Christmas was not proceeding apace. Cars had been cast aside in the manner of a multiple fairground dodgem ride pile up, and those unlucky workmen charged with bringing festive cheer to the local supermarket car park were engaged in a vigorous question and  answer session. The woman next to me, festooned with wild boar salamis and a special offer consignment of spinach balls, told them in the roundest of terms just what she thought of their selfish seasonal use of the precious asphalt spaces. I listened with my linguistic antennae at full stretch, trying to catch some ripe new insults that I might put to use to hurl at the man who keeps nicking the special wedge shaped rock I these days keep in place of brakes when I leave the jeep on a slope. She concluded her peroration, and turned to me….

                ……..Dio mio, they all thought it was my turn next to hurl insults upwards at the electricians, safe above the growling crowd of vexed and frustrated shoppers. I gathered around me as much Latin wrath as I could muster – and let fly. “I don’t suppose you could drive round to my place when you’ve finished and lop the top off my Typical Tuscan Cypress, could you? Only, you see, the branches got bent sidways with the weight of that snow back in February, and now they’re ninety degrees to the vertical and somewhat spoiling the symmetry of the thing.” The crowd dispersed, disappointed, and the electricians got back to the seasonal task of finding out which of the bulbs on the string, which worked perfectly when they put it away last year, was stopping all the others from performing merrily. Momentum is all to the Mediterranean character, and I’d just neatly brought the pace of things to a grinding halt.

                It’s nearly time to turn the pump off on the Typical Tuscan Water Feature, and load up the cat and the left over pots of Marmite. Close up the shutters and put away the strimmer. Time to see what Blair has got in mind for Christmas in Blighty, and leave this land of wine and olive oil. Or, at least, last year’s olive oil. This year’s been a right royal disaster. A veritable biblical plague of olive flies set up camp hereabouts, and mated with an enthusiasm worthy of a busload of Catholics that’s just heard about a government grant for families with more than three kids. Each pure little olive has been pierced by the female fly, and she has very precisely and with loving and maternal care inserted a small grub into the very middle of that luscious fruit. So that the olive itself has become horribly twisted and deformed, bestially discoloured and – ghoulishly according to every schoolboy’s worst nightmares – dropped off.

                 My deep sense of duty had been urging me on towards a dismal harvest of such olives as might have avoided the pestilential wrath of God – as any cattolico colpevole would have to see it - when a rebellious English neighbour, round for the evening to plunder my cellar of fine English ales, set my world rocking on its heels. “Why don’t you just not bother, old boy? Think of what you could do with all the time you’d save.”  So I sat down, poured another glass of wine, and started thinking. Italian friends regard we English (and I don’t escape the censure) as ‘troppo programmati’. Thoroughly programmed to pick olives this week, and more than a little  unsettled at the suggestion of reprogramming myself. Just get up in the morning and loaf around the bar waiting for a drama, like the bus from Lucca’s two minutes late today; or Luigi’s wife’s changed the colour of her hair again: poor Luigi. Get into the jeep and rattle over the pass to the next valley; see if there are any bigger dramas there…  Lucca bus is three minutes late and Pietro’s wife’s either had too much pasta or she’s pregnant again: poor Pietro.

                  So instead I spent the next day grovelling around on the ground picking up weevily olives and devising a disguise so that the men at the olive mill wouldn’t know it was me with these crates of smitten olives. I spent a troubled night; then got up the next morning and threw the crates down the hill. Got into the jeep and drove to Florence to look at timeless works of Art. I had a very large dinner on the way home and, do you know, I just might do much the same sort of thing tomorrow, in Pisa. Then there’s Siena; Bologna; that little village where they shave truffles over everything, even pudding. It’s that sort of a country: however bad it gets, there’s always a consolation around the corner. Pity they don’t know how to brew a decent ale or play cricket – or I might be very tempted to get a job directing the traffic at the local supermarket…….   

