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And so, for the whole of his twenty-year mandate, Angelo worked at changing 
the face of Norbio. The people were always behind him: only the councillors, 
although they elected and reelected him, always opposed his projects at the 
start, and in the end, they always gave in. No one would have thought of erecting 
lampposts, one every two hundred paces, as Maria Christina wrote to Francesco, 
but once they were there, everyone was pleased. It had been the same thing for 
the washhouse, the slaughterhouse and, finally, for the pines. Indeed, after the 
first saplings had been planted near the Carmel chapel, the village schoolchildren 
undertook to water them every day. In the afternoon when school let out, they 
were to be seen walking, single file, with earthenware pitchers, up to the church 
where each one took care of the tree for whose growth he had promised to be 
responsible. This was more than even Angelo could have hoped for. He never 
held mass meetings, but he had a gift for finding the right word and the right 
tone with which to present a project. On this occasion, he had the idea that 
every child should have a pitcher for a toy. The school superintendent hailed 
this a real discovery, “one that you would expect from a professional educator.” 
Nor did it happen, as the town Council had predicted, that the pine saplings 
were devoured by goats. Goatherds gave the area a wide berth, and if one of 
their animals was attracted by the green patch which, from the Piazza Frontera, 
looked like moss growing on rocks, they drove him back into the flock. The 
saplings grew, unharmed, and others were planted beside them, until every 
child had two, three, and four to look after, and they grew in height as they grew 
in number. After a few years, there were fifteen hundred pines, a young and 
vigorous pine forest. And today, a century later, in spite of inefficient government 
and the repeated menace of “developers” and sub-divisions, the pines are a 
hundred and fifty thousand. When the wind blows, their tossing branches roar 
like the sea. Walking up toward the chapel, a visitor sees enormous specimens, 
with gnarled, gray branches, that might have been buffeted by a cosmic wind 
but, like the wind, are everlasting and indestructible.
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Pages 48-50

T he olive trees belonged to him also, but this idea was somehow distasteful, as 
if they were human beings in the times when serfs were bound to the land 
and were bought or inherited along with it. He took the knife out of his pocket, 

opened the blade, and felt its solidity and balance in his hand. Turning around abruptly, 
he started to run, turned back, balanced the knife, and threw it at the biggest of the 
olive trees. The knife shot through the air and hit the exact part of the tree at which 
he had aimed, proving that he knew how to throw a knife, from both near and far, and 
how to make it a weapon no less killing than a pistol. He walked slowly up to the tree, 
extracted the knife from the wrinkled gray bark and threw it, with equal success, at 
another trunk. Then he folded the knife and put it back in his pocket. The will, as the 
notary had read it, said that the olive trees of Balanotti were one thousand fifty-seven in 
number. Perhaps he should count them. The number didn’t matter, but he was curious 
as to whether Don Francesco had calculated it correctly. The will gave an exact count of 
the apple, pear, and almond trees as well. Raimondo Collu, a seventy-year-old peasant, 
had faithfully served the owner of Balanotti for thirty years, the will continued, and 
for this reason the heir, Angelo Uras, should keep him on until his death. These words 
impressed him now just as deeply as when the notary had read them aloud, in a voice 
which had seemed to him as threatening as that of Don Francesco in person. Yes, Don 
Francesco had spoken from the grave in order to make sure that no one disobeyed his 
last wishes. Yet he and his mother had disobeyed them by giving up the rich lands of 
Saboddus and Acquacotta. Standing alone amid the olive trees, Angelo felt guilty for 
having made the suggestion. They had signed away Saboddus and Acquacotta and 
the livestock that went with them and, in return, the Fugheri family had not opposed 
their taking over the cottage and land at Balanotti. The dead man’s wishes had not 
been respected, but at least his favorite property had fallen into the right hands. As 
Angelo walked through the silent olive grove, he counted the trees. From the road they 
all looked alike, but now, for the first time, he saw that they were very different; each 
one, like a human being, had a physiognomy of its own. From a distance, the people 
in a crowded square or in an approaching procession seem all the same, but if you 
mingle with them you realize that they are alike, yes, but that there is diversity in this 
likeness. So it was now with the trees. He was aware of their silence, not as the silence 
of inanimate things but as the silence of people who keep quiet because they are 

thinking. His thoughts about the last wishes and will of Don Francesco were shared 
by the trees, or, rather, by the souls which, according to the local belief transmitted to 
him by his mother, inhabited them. He remembered that whenever Don Francesco 
had anything on his mind he would order his horse to be saddled and would ride, not 
to Saboddus or Acquacotta, but to Balanotti, where he would walk for hours, as he 
himself was now doing, among the olive trees. He had counted a hundred and forty-
three of them, in a part of the grove where the straight, smooth trunks indicated that 
they had been grafted no more than ten years before, when, through the leaves, he 
heard his mother’s voice, like that of an invisible bird, calling to him.

Pages 288-290

Too much, you try to do too much, Senator Loru said when he heard about the 
project of reforesting the foothills of Mount Linas. But Angelo would not let himself be 
discouraged. He had a very keen awareness of time, he knew that he would not live 
long enough to see the mountainside covered with trees. This awareness enabled him 
to conceive of time in a dimension infinitely greater than of an individual’s life span, of 
that brief cycle during which dust takes on the shape of man before returning to dust. 
Trees last longer, he reflected; unconsciously, he associated them with the enduring 
link that binds one generation to another. He was thinking specifically of the giant, 
hundred-year-old olive trees of Balanotti and the magnolia that shaded the washhouse.
“Do you want to go on being mayor?” the senator asked him.
“Yes, just for the sake of planting pines,” Angelo answered calmly. “You politicians have 
allowed the destruction of the forests, and I want to re-create them.”
“But why pines? Why not oaks? Pine trees have no fruit; they have little timber value.”
“They’re beautiful to look at. They cleanse the air, they check the flow of water, and 
their wood can’t be burned in the foundries.”
“Madness, pure madness!” said the ninety-year-old Loru.
“So far it’s only a plan. I hope to carry it out.”
“Why should you push yourself so hard?”
“For my own pleasure. A hundred years from now this country...”
“A hundred years from now, the people of this country will be just as flinty-hearted as 
they are today.”
“Hearts ... and souls... they’re not my concern,” said Angelo, drinking down a glass of 
filuferru. “That’s why I didn’t want to be a priest.”
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Excerpt from the book The forests of Norbio (Paese d’ombre)
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