‘Thomas More, he thought, was a spoiled
monk, obsessed with sex, offensive to his
wife, malicious and not much of a scholar’
G. R. Elton reappraised by John Bossy
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My e Calania in eastern Sicily on assion-
ment foe @ travel magarioe, My subjectis a
celebrated vine that is cultivated in a small

afca on the nocth stope of Mount Ema. Afier,

being harvested and carefully treated in a cellar,
it wields @ stony intoxicating joice that is mark-
edly superior o aoy Like it io Sicily.

I Citenia [ pick up a rented car and drive
north Wawands the volcano, dusted with spow
ared shrowdzld inils own sieam-like exhalation.
Al Fiurnelreddn, 1 meet up with the winemaker
Andrea Francheti, A Boman in his mid fifties.
Andrea is powerlully built and mysterionsly
genicel. His manners remind me of those of
Count Grefhi Mmorm A Feeewel! fe Arms. Ot of
considecanion for kis geest, the Count insists on
spcaking “Amesican’, aml trests him ot boi-
tles of champagne. His bands are tom, from the
vincyards. He oshers e into hiz beat-up
Beraolt and we climb through the cramped
villages of Emna. Pen in hand, T asseme the role
of admiring  popil.  Sclf-mockingly  grave,
Amdrea is the perfect instrecior. A bald b
lopes towards us along the side of the ood, Took-
ing bungry and exposed. “The céteece™, Andrea
infurms me, “Ema’s doa.™

Al an elevation of aboad 2,000 feor we aome
toa moand of dirt by the side of the ooed
Andrea stops the car and pours a fow ounces
it amy hands, The soil s light. fine, with a

hollow, povwdery feel. It cootains little chunks

of gravel, “Trom the cooling lava™, says Andrea,
“good for the vings. 11 gives the roots breathing
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oo &0 they sink deeper™, | drep the soil and
several clumps of it stick o my (ngees. “Tar”,
ke savs approvingly, Tt clings 1o the roots and
force-foeds them the way vou thrust a spoon
into the moath of & baby,™

We contnee our asvent, The sehlements
grow smaller. The Light seems magnified wot
soft, astedio lght withou shadow, “Like a kind
of paste”, savs Andres, “I's what vou wane for
vour vineyard bul almeet never find, The plants
are illuminated equally oo every zide” The
Fepault wobbles aleag in second gear, The
cracked namow road is emply, With grim adorz-
tion. Andrea identifies the Laea spills that have
dewastated whole swaths of the moeniain, “Nine-
teen eightv-throc”™, be says, indicating acres of
pocked ashen stonc, A fow feel away, oows
#rize on 4 patch of orass that was spared, A
cionsiand dichotemy of fertility and desolanion,”

We amive at Andrca’s vincyands, s 30300
feer the highest point for the cultivation of
grapes o anyihing else oo Eina. Thore apgear
o be oo oneighbours for miles. The winery
burmed down aller it wis abandoped sixoy voars
age. Sheghends =2 fire (o the brosh, In 1947, a
spill halted less than 100 leel from what is now
Andrca®s land. Lava Tollows its oan course,
like: a stream, bot the (low is slower than water,
somictimes no faster than twenly or thirty foct
an bowr. Andrca moved 1 Bina four vears age,
and its obliterating possibilines, | r=alize, arc

partly what atracted him. “It provides you with
abrcathing gind,”™ The vear he arcived there was
an erupdaon a0 900 feed. “You could hear the
lava desvending, eating up the vegctation with
thiz whispery counch,” He shows ma his wine
collar where thres men are at work, hosing bueck-
eis and draining lees from a vat. They proct
Andrea warmly, protective of him. it scons,
and vaguely tronis, ke soldiers or suboedinate
menthers of & gang,

We drive w Castiglions for lunch, a steep
medicval willage a coupls of miles north of the
vilcano, The strests are desericd; half the
baildings leok vacnt, “There hasn't becn work
fere in forty yeass™, remarks Ardrea, A couple
appear briefly on a baleuny sirung with clothes,
and then duck back indours. This is the lond of
the novelist Glovann: Verga, who was bormo io
Catania and arode of these B wwns, | remem-
ber & soene from one of ks stonies; o zimple-
minded man. playing Cheist in a Cessd Friskay
prowession, murders his mother-incdaw, who
bl seduced him, with an axe.

All the restaurants we try are closed, and we
weitle Tor lake-away sandwichss from a grocer.
Across Lhe way is a0 enormous Black collapsing
pelazen, Andren rarmes the family who built it
as it b Krwews them, We ind & caffi in which to
cal oul sandwiches, 1 the socompaniment of a
botte of Avdrea®s wine, from 2003, his fisst
Ewna vintage. It is complivated and soft, b he
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digzn’t szem to think much of 1L “Two thou-
sand and four @5 deeper,” Az be tells me of
prving stones from his vinevand, | pictuse o man
doing popance. The idea 13 W creade fepie
where it did nod exist, he explaing, an innes peetg-
tiea of place, an invention. The process is
severe — vines: planted so close that they stifle
one anather. The soress kecps the bomes concea-
irated and small, all skin, no water. Excherance
is the encmy of gond wine.

Um retorning to Wew Yock, T ootice a blurred
insignia oo the label of one of Andrea™ borles
that I bave carricd home, When 1 phone Bim,
be tells me that ic's his family cear of anms -
pelivan in a coown fecding its children s s
an flesh, “We're a Jewish family, very
wealithy for o very long time.”

In the fourtesnth century. the Francheti oper-
ated & large Mediterranean fleet and controllod
lasd rransporation throvghour Mocthern Taly.
I LESE, Andrea’s grest-prandfather, Raimonde.,
marriad a Rothachild of the nkfurt branch.
“Afrer that we only knew bow 1o spend™, says
Andrea. Raimondo sestored the Ca” d'Ore in
Yenice. docorated it with Titian and Mantegna,
then gave the palazss to the city during the First
World War. “We had bomes all gver, 1 doo’t
knioe bow tobe dormestic. Dicaa’t ‘ethos” mean
where the mind fecls rights. where ot findds atself
il bome? Wine gives me 2 way of being in 3
place, It supplics an intensicy. A focus™
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