Italian Ramblings Christmas 2007

As I hurtled gaily down the Italian side of the Alps, singing along to Rossini ‘lollipop’ overtures on the CD player at the sort of volume one so much deplores in other people’s car stereos, I neglected to notice an especially sharp curve coming up, and had to put out the storm anchors with unseemly haste. I heard Portable Christmas slithering from the back of the car towards the front, as smoked salmon jostled with turkey and crackers to overtake the mince pies and stilton and join me in the front seat. With an outraged yowl the cat in her cage somersaulted on to the passenger seat, and was enveloped in a cascade of bottles of fine English ales, and a pot of cranberry sauce. It took some time to restore Pezzettina’s wounded dignity, and to recover as much of the brandy butter as I could before she developed too much of an addiction for it. In the Eurotunnel car park back in Dover, I had wondered at the throng of second homers who clearly imagine that Johnny Foreigner has never heard of Christmas, with their four by fours laden with Bacofoil and bread sauce; mistletoe and mandarins and, in one case, an entire fir tree. There are, of course, one or two items which an Italian might not find to hand on Christmas Day: parsnips, for example (which they regard as unfit for human consumption); Christmas pudding, sprouts and stilton (ditto); roast potatoes (unnecessary); and Terrys chocolate oranges of course. Mince pies are also a mystery to them, and only last year I tried to leave Heathrow with a few pots of Waitrose’s best ‘mincemeat’ for a homesick expatriate friend. They were confiscated by hungry security staff on the pretext that the contents were ‘liquid’. I wonder how Waitrose would have reacted to that slur on their fruitily viscous recipe?

My own festivities this year were divided, like Caesar’s Gaul, into three parts. To begin with, the day itself (or at least, that part of it not spent being trounced at Trivial Pursuit by the new mother-in law, which was probably politic) found me in a charming restaurant in Lodi, a town not far from Stradivari’s Cremona, and a murky mile or two outside Milan, which lay wreathed in its habitual fog. Ravioli and a venison stew slipped down, after which my mother in law, flushed with her earlier triumphs, set fire to the napery with a festive candle. This diversion only briefed halted a 96 year old great aunt from expounding on Fabio Cappello’s technical credentials for getting the job as England football coach.

A couple of days later, Jessica and I were guests at the home of a friend with strong Swiss connections. There we were introduced to ‘raclette’, which consists of melting cheese at table and washing it down with gallons of chilled white wine. Savoursome, flavoursome and – best of all – no sight of the dreaded Trivial Pursuit. This delightful evening only lulled me into a false sense of security, for, two days later, after I had proudly presented a full English turkey dinner (with bread sauce, two stuffings, Christmas pud and brandy butter), my guests had the effrontery to trounce me in some other pesky game that required the instant description in words of such concepts as ‘hypothesis’.            My seasonal equilibrium was only partially restored, next day, by managing to get all my letters out in Scrabble three games in a row. As the reader will by now have noted, it was a jolly sporting Christmas all round.

New Year’s Eve is a sort of Italian November 5th, as the valley below sends up puffs of coloured tracer fire to the accompaniment of crumps and thumps which echo around the hills. Our own party was not to be left out this year, and we fired back a salvo or two of our own. So one way and another Christmas in Italy had its drawbacks for the cat, though there were welcoming laps in front of roaring log fires, and a plate of giblets to boot. Her travails (and ours) were only compounded as we tried to get back into our island fortress – only to discover that the local Italian vet had put ‘2007’ instead of the new year on her all important passport. I draw a charitable veil over the subsequent 7 hour wait at Calais for fresh paperwork. We are convinced that Pezzettina continues to make visits to the Mother Ship, where she provides intelligence about her strange human companions, and receives further briefings. She has become virtually famous, for those with absolutely nothing else to do with their time than to google the names of other people’s cats.

I’ve offered a neighbour the small vineyard at the bottom of the hill, since he seems more positively disposed than I towards the questionable wine produced by it. In fact, he’s quite excited, and went off eagerly to consult with a geometra (chap who does the jobs of surveyor; estate agent and solicitor, and only charges three fees). This worthy fellow delved into the files and announced that there is a flaw in my Title to this land, due to poor drafting of the documents. Slightly concerned, I enquired of my own notaio (posh lawyer who prepares and witnesses such transactions on behalf of the State, and may collect the State’s due taxes – unless you persuade him to forget). The answer was a confident assurance that all is in apple pie order. So I asked the geometra to give some detail of his area of concern. This he has flatly refused to do, because he says it’s none of his business. My neighbour is frustrated and I am left scratching my head. A flagon of the finest local wine from a certain vineyard to the reader who can find a way out of our impasse! 

A final rueful tale of Italian bureaucracy: I had my gas meter replaced at my request, because the machine was so ancient as to make reading the numbers out of the question. We agreed – on the spot – that the reading as it was disconnected was such-and-such. Consulting past bills and other paperwork, I saw that this entitled me to a rebate somewhere north of a thousand pounds, for having ‘overpaid’ for false readings over some years. I awaited events, and imagined a computer unable to do other than spew out my ill-gotten gains. But of course Italy is run by people, not computers, so I was telephoned by a real person asking politely for a meeting, at which I had to agree that the reading must have been impossible! I somehow knew it was too good to be true. We reached an amicable compromise, which a computer could not have proposed or agreed. Then we had a glass of wine to seal the deal.

