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1. Bovisa’s Last Rasberries. Milan and Memory

‘Milan is a utiliitarian city, demolished and rebuilt according to the needs of the moment. As such it has never become old’, Guido Piovene, Viaggio in Italia.

Seventy years ago, close to the wide-open square of what is now called Piazzale Lugano in the Milanese inner-suburb of Bovisa, there were extensive plots were raspberries were grown. Women wearing baskets around their necks would pick the raspberries by hand. The fruit would then be washed, sorted and put into large containers. Every morning two or three carts would transport the fruit to Sesto San Giovanni, an industrial zone to the north-west of the city. There, the raspberries were used by the Campari firm – which had (and still has) its main factory in Sesto - to produce the famous red colour in Bitter Campari, drunk all over the world. 

Then, in about 1935, the unexpected happened. In the USA an insect – a kind of ladybird – was discovered which produced the same kind of red at a far lesser cost. The raspberries from Bovisa were abandoned. Their production collapsed. Soon, the land was sold off to industrialists or housing-speculators. Now, no trace of that production remains, apart from in the memories of some older residents of the zone. The area where fertile fields produced raspberries is now a mixture of abandoned factories, toxic waste, rubbish, roads, signs, and faceless 1950s housing blocks and a seedy strip joint. It is almost unbelievable, surreal no less, to imagine the production of raspberries there. Yet, this was not two hundred years ago, but a moment in living memory, an active part of Milan’s recent past. In fact, the only way to explore this history of the recent past – now obliterated from the landscape – is through interviews with those who remember that past. 

This article, based on material gathered during a four-year collective research project financed by the AHRB, aims to discuss and unpack some of the links between living memories and traces of the past in a key zone in the history of Milan and, it should be added, of Italy.

2. Methodologies (i). The Project. Oral History.

‘The ex-workers are non only depositaries of memory, but are also themselves historians of the past’, Piero Brunello.

This research project has used a variety of means to analyse the links between memory and place in an ex-industrial neighbourhood.  The first and most important research tool has been the use of oral history interviews. Oral history is now a well-established part of historical methodology, which has moved into the mainstream from its radical origins of the 1960s and 1970s. In that decade, Alessandro Portelli wrote, in a famous article, about ‘the spectre of oral history’ which was haunting the academy.
 Nearly thirty years on, Portelli’s warning has largely been confirmed. Oral history is the touchstone for a series of inter-disciplinary activities which range far beyond university classrooms into museums, public projects and film documentaries and across the internet. As an academic discipline, oral history is now taken very seriously and has migrated into ‘classical’ history at a number of levels.  

Much methodological debate in oral history centres around the role of the interview – expressly designed to ‘collect’ historical material. Unlike other historians, an oral historian produces his or her own sources, in most cases (although some have worked on the interviews of others). There are a number of variants on this theme. The importance of inter-subjectivity has encouraged further reflection on the role of the interviewer – so the material collected is sometimes seen as less important than the processes of collection, and its effects on the interviewer. Interviewing implies a relationship between interviewer and interviewee – it is a necessarily relational process. A second key element of oral history consists in its unique nature as a means to understand memory. As Frisch has written:

unlike documents that simply come to us from the past, whether they are film clips or letters or reports, interview materials are unique in themselves being documents about the past – reflections more than simple reminiscences, in which the interpretation of a past reality is not only something the audience brings to the document, but to some degree is implicit in the document itself.

Oral history thus brings history and the subject together. A further feature of oral history, which does not always emerge in oral histories, is the role of the spoken word and its relationship to text. Much of this issue is being transformed by the use of new technologies, and the deconstruction of ‘the book’ as the most authoritative means of disseminating historical analysis. However, a strong feature of the work of oral historians involves the desire to bring history alive through the voices of ordinary people. This is usually done through citation, the employment of quotes, the use of specific languages and dialects. An extraordinary example of this kind of work has been the Milan-based research into the memory of the city’s stockfloor traders – whose jobs were eliminated by technology in the 1990s. These traders had built up an elaborate language of gestures, signs and words in order to communicate on the stock floor. This ‘lost world’, captured in interviews, film and through a series of articles and analyses – only comes alive in the tales told by the ex-traders, who formed a tight-knit (and very powerful) community in Twentieth Century Milan.

In the early days of the discipline, oral history (in Italy at least) largely concentrated on the peasantry, as with the peasants of the Italian south. Later, attention switched, for political and cultural reasons, to the working class. Initially, the industrial proletariat was a subject which was given a political voice by oral historians, particularly as a means of illuminating the mysterious and fascinating world of the fordist factory. Later, with de-industrialisation and the disappearance of ‘the factory’ altogether (at least in fordist terms) the working class was approached as a doomed or ex-class, whose memories would die with them, along with the memory of an entire economic system and way of life. Filippo Colombara in his fine study of the history of one factory in northern history argues that, today, the memories of the industrial working class are ‘memories which are not there’ which risk dying with their individual owners. The rapid closure of factories, combined with the individual disorientation of the ex-workers has led to a break in the transmission belts which had moved memories down through the generations (within families and between workers). This is a ‘memory without a future’ linked as it was so organically to the workplace and to specific forms of industrial organization.

What is the relationship between oral history and history in general? It is now well-known that oral history is extremely unreliable concerning the past itself – when events and History are seen as a series of facts. This type of discussion plagued oral history in the 1970s and led some traditional historians to dismiss the whole oral history ‘project’ as flawed. Since then, most oral historians have taken these criticisms on board, and turned them to their advantage. No, oral history is not reliable in what it tells us about the past, thought of in a very traditional way. But oral history does give us a lot more, all of which is to do in some way with an understanding of history and subjectivity. First, it tells us about how people remember the past, and about their experience of the past. Second, it gives us an insight into subjectivity – and into self-representation. Third, the very errors and exaggerations which appear in interviews are themselves indications concerning the forms of memories and the ways in which politics, collective narratives and time can transform and distort our memories of the past into myths and stereotypes around which narratives can be shaped. 

Oral history is not just about memory, but about ifs and buts, utopias, missed opportunities, might-have-beens, invention, the imaginary – it is a history of betrayals, dreams and desires. Interviewees will often muse about where they and where history went wrong, and they will write themselves into that history, move events around to fit certain more coherent versions of their story, or develop memories which coagulate around certain key stereotypes, commonplace stories and iconic images, photographs or films. Interviewees are not another kind of source but a completely different form of source. They help us, to paraphrase Susan Sontag writing about Walter Benjamin, to understand the past, not to uncover it, to ‘condense it into its spatial forms’.
 Benjamin argued that ‘recollection means precisely the “re collection” of impressions of a fragmented and scattered experience and their reconstruction as a meaningful narrative that seeks in its own imperfect way to assume the dimensions of a social and psychological totality’.
 Historians cannot, Benjamin argues, describe the past ‘as it really was’.
 ‘History is always seen through the eyes of the present’ (Simon Parker).

This particular research project has concentrated on residents of a particular neighbourhood and a specific apartment-block within that neighbourhood. 25 interviews were carried out over the period of the project’s life with some interviews being conducted twice or even three times in order to allow concentration on specific themes or narratives. The interviewees ranged from older residents of the block – now in their seventies and eighties - through to those who lived there in the 1950s and 1960s, right up to the new generation of residents and some children who have lived, or still do live, in flats in the block. Most of the interviews were filmed and all were recorded and transcribed. Some interviews were carried out collectively – with two or three interviewees being involved at the same time – others were individual, one-to-one interviews. Most participants were interviewed in their own homes, although others were taken to the house in order to link their memories with the physical space of the block. All of the interviews were carried out by the author of this article.

3. Methodologies (ii). Locations. Micro-history

This is a work of urban history, which utilises a series of methods to try and understand Milan over the last fifty years. Above all, this article uses micro-historical methods. The particular, the everyday and the ordinary are used to try and explain the general, the extraordinary and the exceptional. The scale of research is reduced to a housing block, individual life stories, families, events, and places. Milan is a complicated and complex city, as are all cities, with a long and rich past. These micro-histories do not replace the big picture or a wider analysis, but are part of the whole story. This is never an automatic process - a series of micro-histories do not necessarily make a macro-history. Smaller stories need to be interpreted, drawn together and compared. Some of this work is descriptive, but no less historical for that. The historian often benefits from playing the role of reporter, or even detective. Clues, small signs and traces can be as important as broad trends and planned monuments. Non-events can mean as much as real ones. The lack of protest can tell us as much as ten years of street demonstrations. 


Narration and description have always played a key role in historical explanation and these techniques have recently begun to take on more credibility in conjunction with other methodologies and alternative sources. Yet, ‘no description is neutral’ and ‘the reporting of concrete facts is a way of understanding the real functioning of society ... which otherwise would end up as simplified or distorted by quantitative calculations or excessive generalisation’, Luca Pes.
 


Moreover, microhistory is not merely a reduction of scale. Born as a radical alternative to big, schematic historical methodologies, whereby history moved along straight, ideologically-defined, teological tracks, micro-history is interested in everyday life – and as such also links up with the rich work of the German altag school – and necessarily entails the breaking-down of disciplinary boundaries. As such, micro-history naturally allies itself with anthropological methods of study, as well as ethnography. It also rejects the old hierarchies and the old categories – and thus links well with oral history.
As Portelli has put it ‘the death of an obscure factory worker in an obscure industrial town is a historical fact of great significance and deep implications’.
 In this particular study, given my own links with both the place of study and the object of the research, I have, to cite Saraceno, 

‘combined participant observation and survey methods, paying attention to the physical environment where daily life is located and where familial and kinship relationships take place’
. 

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, the architect Ugo La Pietra carried out a number of research trips into the Milanese urban periphery. ‘The city’, he wrote, ‘was my territory’. In his visits to and walks around allotments, public housing projects and wasteland, he took photographs, drew maps and interviewed inhabitants or users of space. He called these trips ‘urban safaris’ on which he came across ‘routes, obstacles, signs, ruins, traces, beauty, dangers and adventures’.
 During his safaris, he discovered numerous ‘models of micro-behaviour’ which revealed levels of individual and collective participation in the growth of the city. Space was often liberated, modified or reclaimed through these tiny interventions in the city, which went totally unnoticed by most academic research. 
 ‘Every urban space’, wrote La Pietra in 1971, ‘has its own history … stories of people, of facts, of good and bad events, of accidents – all things which pavements and street signs cannot tell us about’.

Part of this project has been based around numerous urban safaris around the Milanese periphery and in particular the area known as Bovisa, armed with a camera and notebook. By walking these streets, time and time again, or by riding through them on a bicycle, I have been able to discover more and more details about this complicated space, and to map the changes which occur on an almost daily basis. This methodology has also been inspired by the work of the historians and others around the short-lived but influential review Altrochemestre. In a kind of manifesto of the methodologies used in that periodical, Luca Pes wrote of historians who ‘go to the source, open their eyes, watch and observe places which they previously did not know or took for granted’ who ‘tried to feel like foreigners in the place where they were born’.
 Pes and others also argued that historians should ‘start with the present’. His group of ‘present-day historians’ was able to analyse with some verve, and in some detail, the changes to the contemporary city in the Veneto in a situation where the very landscape had been transformed in such a way as to be almost unrecognisable.

4. Methodologies (iii). Visual memories. Film, Photography, Super8.

The ‘output’ of this research should be seen on a number of levels. Firstly, there are the ‘raw’ products. Filmed interviews (and transcriptions), film essays and shots of the areas in question, photographs both taken on the project and collected from archives and family albums, archival material, newspapers and daily notes and work-diaries. Then came the ‘cooked’ material, above all two 53 minute films (different Italian and English versions) which were edited over a two-year period in London, and were accompanied by a number of shorter films and clips used in various academic and non-academic events and conferences.

A number of key methodological issues have emerged from this process, many of them to do with the use of film. Most of these issues can be grouped under this central question: what does film give us, and what does it take away from historical research? It is important to clarify the fuzzy links between oral history and filmed interviews. Interviews and oral history are, naturally, not just about the production of words. Filming undoubtedly creates a richer document which allows us to study the gestures, movements and ways in which words are framed, physically and visually. There are also the key issues of silence, omissions, and reticence. How do we study silence? Film can record silence, but how can we analyze an oral history of silence? In some ways this question is linked to that which connects memory and forgetting, and the debates over the relationship between the two. Nonetheless, this ‘enriching’ is not straightforward or unproblematic. The very act of filming affects the interview - often producing a more ‘performance-type’ interview thanks to the presence of the camera.

Context is crucial – and is often adapted to film needs. Film time is not the same as oral history time. Filming can produce the desire for a ‘sound-bite’, diminishing the narrative qualities so important for oral history. Many film-makers are very wary – and often opposed to – what they call ‘talking-heads’. There has not been enough of a debate on these issues within oral history. Talking-heads are, after all, what oral history is all about. How does interaction work with film? Does the camera move between interviewee and interviewer. Is the dialogue necessarily impoverished by the use of film? Are people intimidated – or exalted – by the presence of a camera. Do we use rehearsals? And if so, are films oral history or ‘produced’ films? Film takes away spontaneity – or it can do – as it requires more set-up time and planning that ‘old-fashioned’ ‘oral’ oral history research.

The editing process is central (as it is, of course, with the written word). How do we treat the rough film and the edited versions? Is the former destined for the archives, and another for ‘public’ consumption? What kind of ‘public’ do we have in mind? What about the use of music, and subtitles? How do we ‘transcribe’ movement, silence, gestures, smiles, frowns, and tears? Are there signs which could be used for this? Which conventions should be adopted? Clearly, the very distinction – used above – between ‘raw’ and ‘cooked’ film material is a problematic one. To extend and alter the metaphor, film material is being cooked right from the beginning. It is very rarely, if ever, ‘raw’. All the time, decisions are being made about angles, shots, lighting, sound – these areas are part of ‘direction’ – continually. This is inevitable. The editing process further ‘cooks’ the (already) cooked material, ironing out defects, raising sound, merging interviews, fading faces into each other, adding other material and often music. 

Private photographs and home memories have been essential to my analysis of the changing visual and physical space of the courtyard and the apartment block which is the focus of my micro-study. Photographs are also a key way in which people organize and catalogue their visual and family-based memories. By showing photographs to interviewees, I was able to map out detailed physical changes to the space of the house as well as make direct links between space, place and memory traces. Moreover, the use of home movies has provided a valuable source of information in these areas as well as rich visual material for use in the film project. In the early 1960s, many families purchased super8 cameras and projectors both as a consumer good but also as a new and exciting way to record and project memories. After the boom of that early period, these films were largely filed away in dusty boxes. By transferring these short films to DVD we not only have a rich source of pure visual material concerning changes to customs and physical places, but also fascinating documents about the ways in which memories were recorded and about which kind of detail was seen as important to families forty years ago.

5. Location. Bovisa and Piazzale Lugano

The strength of the memory/place link in this domestic and public space can be seen through the analysis of interviews, photographs as well as taking people back to the house if they have left. People’s memories remain – even once they have left their flats – intimately linked to small-scale domestic and private/public spaces, and to the physical and sociological changes which they have observed there over time, as well as to certain key events: war, immigration, repression, death, birth, illness.

As the project has progressed in Milan, it has become more-focused on the micro-history of this one apartment block – Piazzale Lugano, 22 – a house inhabited by thousands of different people over the last 100 or so years. This micro-focus, in line with the work of Carlo Ginzburg and urban micro-oral historians such as Alessandro Portelli and Luisa Passerini – has allowed various themes to be brought in greater and richer detail. I have been able to trace residents of the house and the nearby streets from three generations (the 1920s and 1930s; the 1950s and 1960s; the 1980s and 1990s). Some residents had lived in the house for over 50 years, others for much shorter periods of time (such as children). Moreover, the research for the film also included extensive use of private photographic collections, home movies, music and the interiors of houses, as well as the exteriors, as well as local archives and private archives. I was thus able to build up a rich, complicated and multi-layered picture of the palimpsest that is, and was, Piazzale Lugano, 22.

Where is this project located? Bovisa is to be found on the north-east corner of Milan.
 Once at the extreme periphery of the city, the neighbourhood is now vaguely ‘central’, but retains its ‘neighbourhood’ feel – it is an inner-suburb. Born as an industrial quarter in the 1880s, Bovisa soon outgrow its marginal rural past, although traces of rural buildings can be found throughout the zone. Soon, Bovisa became associated with factories and industrialisation in general, as well as with smoke and pollution. Huge plants were opened in the zone, above all in the area beyond the railway tracks – above all chemical factories, soap factories and metalwork plants. Some 40,000 workers were employed in the zone on a daily basis, many of whom commuted to work from the countryside and surrounding towns. Bovisa became bounded by traffic links, above all by the northern railway commuter line (the Ferrovie Nord) which encloses the neighbourhood in a characteristic u-shape. 

The symbol of the neighbourhood became its two huge gasometers, depicted by artist Mario Sironi in a series bleak paintings in the 1920s. Politically, Bovisa was a ‘red’ quarter, with 70% voting for the Socialist Party programme in 1919, before fascism took over. Most early immigrants were from the Lombard countryside, at first during Italy’s industrial revolution in the 1880s and 1890s and then throughout World War One. After 1945, Bovisa absorbed new waves of immigrants from the south and north-east, who either picked up work in the still-functioning factories, or in new areas such as public administration or container-driving and warehouses. During the 1980s, Bovisa went through a traumatic phase of deindustrialisation. All the factories in the zone closed. The gasometers were emptied. Workers disappeared from the landscape. A deep crisis set in from which the zone is now only just emerging, with the transfer of two major Milanese university faculties to ex-factories in the 1990s, the creation of new transport links and a major new urban plan centred on the neighbourhood. Politically, Bovisa now votes solidly for Berlusconi’s centre-right and its house prices are amongst the highest in the city. A rapid if complicated gentrification is underway.


On the edge of Bovisa stands our apartment block, the focus of this study. Two four-story blocks of flats, connected by a central staircase surrounded by four sets of balconies. The first two stories were built in the 1890s, while the second two were added in 1949-50, including some garrett rooms which do not look out onto balconies. A small factory stands in the courtyard alongside a pizzeria, another block, constructed in the 1951 and known as the ‘pink house’, a cellar and a garage. This is Piazzale Lugano, 22. Constructed in the 1890s in open countryside, the house once looked out upon one of the villas of the Visconti family. A canal ran in front of the houses. Visconti’s villa was knocked down to create a bridge over the railway tracks. In the 1950s, the first Veneto-born and Southern immigrants began to arrive in Piazzale Lugano. Many were employed in the huge post office constructed in the opposite side of the Piazzale. Other dialects began to mingle with the Milanese and Italian. The ring road began to be permanently clogged with traffic. The piazzale was no longer a piazza, but a series of roads curving around the city. The canals were cemented over, the fields disappeared, only some tiny rural features remained. Bovisa became an area of high traffic pollution with the lowest level of green space per person in the city. The osteria (bar) in the courtyard became a pizzeria.

With the boom over, factories began to move out of the city. As the 1980s approached, the debates over the zone centred on the re-use of industrial areas and some factories were demolished. A new station was built, numerous banks and estate agents opened in the high street whilst small shops closed and three supermarkets were set up in the area. Piazzale Lugano, 22 also began to change. Foreigners arrived. An Argentinian woman, an English man, a Kurdish family, an Egyptian family, people from Ecuador, Cuba, Israel. The average age in the blocks plummeted as the older generation left, or died. Five children were born to mothers in the flats in the 1997-9 period. Other languages challenged Italian within the courtyard and on the balconies. Scooters filled the parking spaces. The jobs were also different - film researchers; editors, illustrators, journalists, teachers, university researchers, students and pensioners but also motorbike dispatch riders, tram drivers, door-keepers and builders. The rapid changes to this place - Piazzale Lugano, 22 - over the last ten years reflect those in the city. The mosaic is that of Milan, but it is also unique. Every block, every house is different, and has its own history and future to be written, but the history of every house and every block can also tell us something significant about the whole city, its inhabitants and its future. 

6. Content. A rural-industrial past

A key – and surprising - aspect of the place-memory which emerged from the interviews was the survival of rural production and rural landscapes in this traditional industrial zone right up to the 1950s. Although clearly tinged with nostalgia, there are strong memories of a place where strawberries were grown until the 1930s and where some residents worked as peasants until the 1950s. This rich urban-rural mix of fields and factories, workers and peasants, also marked the lives of the post-war generation, who grew up in a kind of urban village where physical traces of the countryside – as well as real fields – were slowly eaten up by the inexorable growth of Milan.

One former resident of the house remembered not only the fields and production of fruit in the vicinity of the house, but that she had worked as a peasant girl in her youth. She recalled with pleasure the walk to work – where her task was to fetch and carry the baskets or ripe fruit to the peasant women who picked and washed them. The same interviewee also recalled the rapscallion, bucolic nature of this activity, where the children would ‘steal and eat fruit from the Luraghi family [the employers] on the way home’. Other testimonies related to the renting of land from the Visconti estate, whose magnificent villa stood in front of the apartment block. AF’s family used to rent and work that land, and she recalls similar fruit-picking, washing and the cold water which was used to prepare the fruit. AF’s ‘feet feel hot’ when she remembers running over the grass to pick up a fruit basket, or take a drink to the working women. The F. family farmed the land, and ran a restaurant nearby, until the 1950s, when the land was sold to housing entrepreneurs and businessmen, and the rural production went into swift decline with the destruction of the Visconti villa.

Other memories relate to a large courtyard farm in the neighbourhood, known as the ‘big courtyard’ – corte grande. This housing complex was one of the poorest parts of the zone, and one side of the courtyard was demolished in the 1960s to make way for more modern housing. Two sides of the house survive, along with some original residents. Immigrants often found their first house in the corte grande’s small apartments, and some still do today. The surprisingly rich architecture of the corte grande – a real palimpsest of a rural farm and parts of a villa – now hidden and eaten up by more urban-style architecture, mirrors the fate of many rural courtyard farms as Milan expanded northwards. In fact, as Consonni and Tonon have noted the city grew according to a model whereby ‘processi di interdipendenza e di divisione territoriale del lavoro che legavano in un’unica strutturale cascine, villaggi, borghi e città’.
 They cite one commentator from the 1940s who argued that 1940s – ‘l’industria aveva sottratto [all’agricoltura] non soltanto molte braccia delle piú vigorose, ma anche le case’.


A more recent series of interviewees, who grew up in the house in the 1950s and 1960s, do not have memories of active agricultural work in the zone or linked to the house. However, the traces of agricultural work were still there. A horse still lived in the stables to be found on the right of the house and much of the surrounding areas were still taken up by fields. A recurring memory is of sheep being driven through the city, something which could still be seen right up to the early 1970s. Residents who arrived in the 1980s, however, contrasted the entirely urban-industrial nature of the neighbourhood with their previous dwellings. In one case, an interviewee who had grown up in the south of the city recalled rural activity in that zone – farms, animals, chickens – and argued that Bovisa was ‘the city’ in comparison with that part of Milan. 


The survival not just of agricultural activity but also of active rural work in Bovisa has some important implications not just for the history of this zone, but also in a wider sense. After all, this area was one of the symbols of Italy’s industrial revolutions of the 1890s and the 1950s and 1960s. Bovisa was a highly visible industrial zone, where intellectuals came specifically to ‘watch the working class’, where futurists visited to paint smokestacks and gasometers and where millions of commuters on the northern railways into Milan could see the dark satanic mills from their train windows. Yet, even in this ‘small Manchester’
, rural work not only remained, but was an important part  - visually at least - of everyday economic and cultural life right up to the 1960s. This urban peasantry disappeared more or less at the same time as the industrial working class, in historical terms. Italy, even in the ‘city of cities’, never had a ‘full’ industrial revolution. It was always a rural-industrial mix, and this mix had important effects on the culture and politics of the zone, and the city. This osmosis between industry and agriculture, and between city and county, can also tell us a lot about families, lifestyles, communities and resistance, as well as helping to explain the aching narratives of nostalgia with which many view a rural-past which has been obliterated and forgotten (physically as well as in terms of memory-narratives). Perhaps the lifestyles and community-feel of Bovisa – where many residents did not work directly in the factories which surrounded them – owed more to the culture of the village – than it did to the culture of the fordist production line or that of a modern proletariat. Perhaps, therefore, we should look well beyond the factory in trying to explain the urban development of a city like Milan, even in Bovisa? Perhaps we need to re-evalaute and re-assess our ways of seeing with relation to this kind of city, and adopt new language to deal with this ‘rural-city’ which was also Italy’s economic capital. These themes will be discussed further at different points throughout the rest of this article.

7. Architectures and Families


Architecture mattered in our apartment block. The long-balcony system was not only a cheap way to build housing, it was also inspired by rural-courtyard farms. The shape of the house was similar to that found in many areas of the Po Valley, with important differences in terms of the height of the house and the ways in which collective activities were organised. Urban ringhiera (the name given to this type of housing) houses were not constructed so that residents should work in the courtyard for the same employer and within the same economic unit, so the economic unity of the rural farm was not the same as it was in the city. The courtyard in itself was not a productive place in the city, although it was often a place of production. Many entrepreneurial families, for example, used urban courtyards to set up little metal-beaters shops or tiny factories – fabbrichette – which usually produced goods linked to the industrial production in the neighbourhood – in Piazzale Lugano’s case a garage was followed by a nuts and bolts factory, which survives and produces to this day.


The courtyard was also – for a long time – the location of a series of collective services – water for washing clothes and people, small plots for growing vegetables, parking for bicycles and later cars and scooters, small workshops for a myriad of activities. In addition, many better-off families – who certainly weren’t rich but had some money to invest – set up trattorie, restaurants and osterie within ringhiera houses which used part of the courtyard as a location for drinking, eating, card-playing and the game of bocce – similar to bowls but played on a dusty pitch. Super8 film of Piazzale Lugano, 22 from the early 1960s shows a number of men playing bocce in the courtyard linked to the house’s own restaurant owned then – as now – by the former proprietors of the whole housing block, two families who had purchased the house as a two-floor building at the end of the nineteenth century and had added two extra floors (after World War Two) and a whole new house (the ‘pink house’) in 1951. These families lived off the rent for the restaurant and the small apartments, as well as the proceeds of stationers shop which they opened on the ground floor and worked in together. As inhabitants of a largely working-class area, they had escaped from the factory and their children would not be forced into factory work.


The residential set-up of the house was divided into one extended family – the owners – who inhabited many of the flats and assigned them to their children when they got married. The other flats were rented out – at a very low rate – to workers and others who heard about availability either through word of mouth or by chance – simply dropping in to see if something was available. The community was built around a set of long-term residents – mainly but not exclusively linked to the property-owners – and a series of other residents, who sometimes stayed for very brief periods. It was thus a mixture of highly stable populations and highly unstable residential patterns. As such, the apartment block naturally became a kind of refracted mirror of the city, reflecting the social changes in Milan and the waves of immigration to the area. 

The first immigrants – including the property-owning family – came from the immediate Lombard countryside, or from nearby streets in Bovisa. A second wave were from areas such as Cremona and Bergamo – slightly further afield. In the early 1950s some families arrived from the Veneto, and two in particular were to stay for over thirty years. In the same decade a number of southern immigrants took up residence, many of whom were employed in the vast new postal depot constructed on the other side of the Piazzale. In the 1980s the first foreign immigrants began to turn up and by the 1990s foreigners outnumbered Italians. This latter trend coincided with a decline in the ‘community’ feel of the house, but was not the cause of that decline. The first foreign immigrants had bonded with some of the original or longer-term residents of the house, leading to a situation where some residents ‘always left early as it was so easy to meet up with people and chat and end up having a coffee … it wasn’t like being in a city’. 

With the creation of a condiminium (after the owner-family divided up the property) in the mid-1990s, the central role of the two families who had run the house for 100 years entered into steep decline. As the flats were sold off, and rented apartments became more and more of a rarity, the previous communities – linked by friendship or by connections to the family-owners – began to break-up. Moreover, the central role of the unofficial house-administrator – a woman called CM who ran things inside the block on behalf of the family-owners – no longer prevailed.
 Information about residents, passed on through this central figure (central in terms of the possession and transmisson of this information, as well in terms of the physical position of her flat) was no longer freely available. Many residents were simply unknown to the others. The simple act of ‘saying hello’ became less common, given doubts about the status of various people within the house. The structural features which helped to create and maintain a community – with all the negative features associated with such a micro-society (surveillance, gossip, social control) – collapsed. Some houses were rented out by rack-renting landlords, others sub-let by immigrant owners, others rebuilt by students or others. The end of the old-style community – which had always been idealised, as it was in other houses -  in Piazzale Lugano, 22, thus coincided with high levels of foreign immgration, but was not entirely a result of this immigration.


Piazzale Lugano, 22, thus reflected and refracted the development of Milan in a whole series of ways – through immigration, through the sociological and cultural make-up of its residents, through physical changes to the house itself (investment led to more flats being constructed, the rural-type restaurant became an urban pizzeria, a small factory was built in the courtyard, the stables became garages). These micro-changes to the fabric of the house, recounted in the interviews with residents and neighbors in some detail, were also linked to cultural changes in the house – the arrival of revolutionary politics, the rise and fall of fascism, the formation of an artists community, the arrival of foreign immigrants – by 1992 there were people from 13 different nationalities in the house. Of course, it would be foolish to draw straightforward conclusions from these trends, but my work on this project has shown that the relationship between the micro and the macro, between memory and place should be not be viewed in a hierarchical fashion. The micro is perhaps the only, real, way to understand macro changes to the city – and their complicated links to memories and narratives.


Alongside this ‘natural’ movement of immigration, which passed through and changed the  house – physically, culturally, socially – there were those residents whose arrival was due to their links with the property-owning family. Hence, a series of residents were family friends, who then created further chains of residents in turn by recommending the house to their own friends. In this way, a semi-sub-community of artists and cartoonists was created in the late 1970s. After the arrival of CU, a worker and aspirant artist, in the early 1970s, a chain of similar people lived in the house. These residents often included the house itself in their work, and this has led to a kind of artistic memory, or cartoon documentation, of some of the changes to the house.
 More bohemian lifestyles were led by these artists, something which occasionally clashed with the conservative outlook of the longer-term residents. In the late 1980s, as we have seen, the family decided to divide up the house amongst themselves, sell off the apartments and move out. As the house became privatised in an individual, not extended family basis, many residents no longer knew who their neighbours were and turnover increased in intensity. The older residents – the memory of the house’s past – moved out or died, leaving the physical space of the block to a galaxy of voices, cultures, rentiers and proprietors. The house no longer had a centre. Its fragmentation – and its multi-culturalism – reflected, once again, that of the individualist and post-industrial city in which it was located.
 


As a kind of control of the relevance of our micro-historical focus, it would be useful to look briefly at another, nearby house to see if similar trends emerged from the history of that place. The El Mungus
 casa di ringhiera was built by GB’s grandfather, almost directly in front of the city’s gasometers on the edge of Bovisa, in 1908. On the ground floor of this small house – as in Piazzale Lugano – there stood a kind of restaurant. In this case, this place was more of a bar. At the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, a number of people migrated from Apulia in the South of Italy to Milan in order to work in public administration, as industrial workers or as small entrepreneurs. The latter often dealt in southern wine and opened a series of popular bars which became known, generically, as Trani after a town in that region. The Trani were immortalised in Milanese singer Giorgio Gaber’s song Trani-a-go-go in the 1950s.
 El Mungus’s Trani relied on the patronage of the vast numbers of workers employed in the factories in the immediate area around the house. Workers would bring their own food, and would be served with wine, which was kept in huge barrels in the cellar. 

The next two floors were made up of one and two room apartments typical of ringhiera housing, whilst the top floor was dedicated to attic rooms and coal storage. The courtyard was – right up to the 1950s – occupied by stables, a chicken coop, and water for washing and drinking. An orchard stood to the side of the house until it was covered by a sulphur factory. In 1946, 17 families lived in this tiny space – 64 people in total of whom 14 were retired, 22 of working age, 17 children of school age and 11 children under school age. Meals were often taken in the courtyard. On the first floor, 24 people used one toilet. After 1953, when the house went through a process similar to Piazzale Lugano and became a condiminio, the houses began to be purchased by their owners who proceeded to invest in their homes, slowly introducing water, bathrooms and other facilities. El Mungus thus was a slightly poorer version of Piazzale Lugano, with a Trani as opposed to a Trattoria, and with a similar rural-industrial feel, despite being in the very shadow of the neighbourhood’s huge gasometers, symbol of the zone’s industrial development.

8. Gender. Community. Surveillance. Esclusion.

Our apartment block – as with these other houses I have studied as ‘controls’ for Piazzale Lugano, 22 -  was a place managed and watched over by women. Women ran the administrative side of the house – controlling who came in and out on a daily basis, but also decided who rented flats and who did not, collected rent and imposed order and control. Women also watched over the key collective space of the house – the courtyard – filled with children until at least the 1970s. They thus fulfilled the multiple roles of watcher, organizers and administrators. Routine was a key part of their everyday lives. Many were close friends or related to each other, and would drop in on their friends at the same time everyday. Later, these women – as they became older – observed the bohemian life-styles which occupied parts of the house for a while, as well as the waves of immigration (from within, and then from outside of Italy) over time which transformed the cultural make-up of the house. Women were particularly important in moments of crisis, when the men were often absent – war, bombing, exile. illness, birth, death, child-care. Everyday solidarity was a key part of their make-up.

In Piazzale Lugano, these roles were played by a various generations of women, and in the period after the 1960s was taken up by one of the property-owning family, a formidable woman called CM. As the point of reference for many visitors to the house – potential residents, officials of all kinds, postmen and women, traders, the various people associated with the upkeep and running of the block – CM took up a strategic position on the first floor balcony, a place from which she could observe the courtyard and most of those who entered it. Although the block had no outside bells until the 1990s – visitors either had to ring beforehand to arrange to be let in – at night – or else just wandered in – in daytime – CM had her own, private, bell put in for her own visitors. CM was centre of a network of single women (widows and spinsters) who had lived in the house for many years, and who mainly conversed in Milanese dialect. The block’s memory was both maintained and transmitted by CM, who would tell numerous stories about the changes to the zone and various events which had taken place there. She also kept an extensive archive of documents relating to all aspects of the house’s development. Her whole life – apart from a short time as a wartime child – was spent in the various flats in the block. She was also a key information source for new residents, providing advice on various practical matters and help in moments of crisis. A kind of micro-welfare state – a place of solidarity and community – certainly existed in the house, although many aspects of this were idealised by residents and others in their stories and interviews. In the El Mungus block, a similar role was played by La Rita (GB’s mother) who used to record rents and residents in a large book and lived all of her 90 years in that one house. 

As watchers, many of the older women would sit out on their balconies in summer, observing the children playing or the – very little – that was going on. Gossip and surveillance were another aspect – the downside, perhaps – of this feminised community. This surveillance was – of course – built into the architecture of the house, almost as if the design was itself set up to allow observance of almost all movement. Micro-boundaries were not always observed, and people would often ‘drop in’ on neighbours and friends without warning. These oppressive features were not confined to observance, but also took on auditory forms. Arguments and sexual behaviour were often – necessarily – public events, as were crises of all kinds – illness, death, birth. 

For Chiara Saraceno the ringhiere form of working class housing at Milan led to ‘enforced intimacy’ with neighbours who were ‘constant witnesses and interlocutors of a family’s individual most private and intimate behaviour’
.  Where public and private spaces were almost the same ‘it was impossible to be alone’ and ‘intimacy was an almost meaningless notion’.  Living in an old proletarian neighbouhood also entailed ‘constant surveillance, criticism and malicious gossip’
. Public and private space were therefore often collapsed into each other, leading to the creation of one big flat, without boundaries, for some of the residents.‘‘Il vicinato come la parentela era perciò una presenza costante ... una spettatore non solo delle vicissitudini intestinali di ciascuno, ma delle liti tra i coniugi, dei rapporti tra genitori e figli, della vita sociale della  famiglia’, p.  212.
 

Not everywhere was visible, however, and not everyone was happy to be seen, all the time. The attic flats at the back of the block were not on the ringhiere, a feature which both made them more dangerous – they were the most vulnerable to the many petty thieves who visited the block – but also more private. Alongside the watchers, there were also the watched, the observed. This dichotomy (in such a small space) created tensions which often resulted in petty (public) arguments, and more rarely in violence. Outsiders ‘were sometimes excluded from this world’ (GP) and were usually treated with suspicion (they were usually asked to declare why they were inside the area of the house) but this was also a world which encouraged integration, which invited cooperation at an everyday level.
 Looking back, most residents have fond memories of these aspects of the ringhiera life, even those who were the most surveilled of all. Nostalgia tinges the memories with softness, allowing the irritations if the past to be glossed over with a smile, a nod or a shrug of the shoulders. In any case, that was a world which is no more. There are still watchers, and there are still the watched, but many of the former and the latter now no longer even know the names of their neighbours. In order for there to be tension, there must also be intimacy, and the latter is missing in today’s ringhiera. Today’s tensions are added to a sense of anonymity, and can therefore quickly degenerate into violence.

9. Changes, Gentrifications, Securitisations

How has Piazzale Lugano, 22, reflected changes in the urban landscape and its social structure? One answer lies in the fate of the area which was originally a bar-restaurant and bowls court. Over time, this large space became colonised for more commercial use, losing its working-class character. In the 1970s the osteria became a pizzeria, and the bowls court was covered over with an ugly roof to accommodate more customers. A garden was created at the back which was closed off from the rest of the courtyard. Over the same period of time, osterie of this kind disappeared throughout Milan as cultural trends changed – above all with the rise of the private television. At El Mungus, the Trani closed in the 1950s and was not replaced by a pizzeria or fast food outlet. The area covered by El Mungus was exclusively working class and with the closure of the many factories in the zone, the Trani could no longer survive. Piazzale Lugano, 22, was able to call on a much wider variety of customers and the recent changes to the zone – with offices and thousands of students on a daily basis – has reawakened the market in the neighbourhood.

Other micro-spaces also saw wide-ranging change. Milan’s courtyards have mirrored the city’s history, and its transformations. Many case di ringhiere started out as rural-type dwellings – corti - built cheaply and centered on the courtyard, place of production, of exchange and of surveillance. In this public, observed space, there were a series of collective services: water for drinking and washing clothes, bagni, a space for children to play in, stables for horses and often small orti for growing vegetables and fruit. Many courtyards also contained trattorie and places for playing bowls (bocce). As Milan developed into a modern, industrial metropolis, the courtyards began to change. Public services became private as people built bathrooms inside their small flats, and purchased washing machines and boilers. For children, the courtyard was a place of free play ‘where there were no rules’ (MA) and this play was extended to the whole house, the balconies, the garages, the attics and other areas linked to the house. Subtle hierarchies governed the use of these spaces, with certain spaces being unofficially ‘reserved’ for the house-owning family (‘I was the first grandchild, and not everyone could use that courtyard, and so I used to go there with my special friends, RB). Other spaces were used by children not linked to the house-owners. ‘They [that family] were from another level’, said TR. 

In the 1920s and 1930s and 1940s, and in the period right up to the 1970s, the courtyard was filled with children. Photos show small babies in trams in the courtyard area, or older children in larger groups. By the 1970s, however, the number of children in the house had diminished. So fast was this decline was that by the 1980s, there were no small children at all in the block. LS remembers the space as ‘not very welcoming’ and AM compared the ‘cement’ of the courtyard to the green spaces of the working-class housing where he had been brought up elsewhere in the city. Moreover, the space itself was reduced and ‘urbanised’ by a series of small interventions over time. Stones were covered in ugly cement, and the water supply was reduced to a simple tap. House construction around the block eliminated all the surrouding fields, and the pizzeria closed off the garden towards the back of the block. 

In the mid-1990s, more children began to be born in the block. An Italian child used the courtyard with his Ecuadorean friend whilst two small Egyptian children were only allowed to play on the ringhiera. In the summer, children would play again in the courtyard for weeks at a time. Later, they were joined by Chinese children (some were related to workers in the Pizzeria, others the children of residents). Nonetheless, there was no return to the ‘golden age’ of the pre and post-war block. As LS pointed out, the courtyard was, by the 1990s, ‘above all a place to park scooters’.


The courtyard remained as a place for children to play in right up to the 1970s, as immigration led to a baby-boom in that decade which filled the streets and courtyards of the city and province of Milan with small children from the south and the Veneto region. Slowly, many of the other collective aspects of the courtyard began to disappear. Less and less children were born, and fewer and fewer of those who were were allowed to play in the courtyards. As motorisation took over, these spaces became garages for cars and motorini. The city became a place of fear, a place to avoid, a place to exclude your children from. The only children who still played in the courtyard were those of the new immigrants from the 1980s and 1990s. Most others were excluded from this public space, left alone in front of huge, plasma television screens.


If the future of our cities, as Castells has recently argued, is to be judged by the treatment of children, then Milan’s crisis is truly a deep one. One the one hand, the streets, courtyards and squares of Milan, once in continual use as play areas, are deserted, or used as car parks. Fear, of traffic, of crime, of the city itself keeps Milanese children in the home far more than their parents and grandparents ever were. A graphic illustration of this trend in the use of the city comes from a survey carried out in one school in the city. The survey discovered that 30 per cent of children play alone and in a ‘static’ way. In the 1950s, ‘play’, according to 62 per cent of parents took place mainly in courtyards, today only two per cent can use the courtyard. More striking perhaps was the fact that only three per cent of parents play with their own children (Foti 1993: 86). In the Isola neighbourhood in 1994, ‘the courtyard, working-class up to twenty years ago, was presumably animated by voices, shouts, arguments, children . . . now there is absolute silence’ (Fantini 1994: 159).

Interiors also changed and developed. The classic casa di ringhiera contained apartments with two rooms. One room was the ‘day-room’ – for cooking, eating, talking, reading, washing. The other room was the ‘night-room’, for sleeping and making love. In many of the original houses, there was no running water, and many of these activities took place almost in public, in the courtyard. Washing was only possible with water collected in the cortile. Toilets were located on the ballatoio, and not in the houses. The apartments were heated with coal which was kept in the attics near the roof, brought round by coal-merchants and usually carried up by boys with sacks on their backs. Space was at a premium. Families of 5, 6, 7 people sometimes slept together in one room, leading to high levels of promiscuity and sometimes darker events which were hushed up in the highly visible world of the ringhiera. Arguments were frequent and public. In some of the bigger case di ringhiera, the space of the ringhiera itself was used for eating – as was the courtyard. 


Over time, technological change, changes to the ownership of houses (the shift from private ownership by one owner to a condominio) and increasing incomes led to changes to the houses themselves. First, families chose to have water. This allowed them to wash themselves and their clothes in their own houses, and cut down on the visits to the courtyard water supply. Then, residents chose to install hot water heaters, baths and showers. However, this choice sometimes cut down on the tiny living space available. Innovative architectural solutions were adopted – holes in walls, steps, rialzi e ribassi. Often, however, there was no room for a toilet, and the ringhiera bagno often remained open until the 1990s. 

In the 1960s, technology arrived. Families purchased washing machines, gas cookers, driers and (later) dish-washers. Telephones were installed. The roofs of the houses and the walls were covered in wires, electric connections and TV aerials. Bathrooms became white and gleaming. The noise of washing machines and TVs mixed in with the traditional ringhiera sounds of children playing, talking and running water. During the economic miracle, in Milan, case di ringhiera went down two separate roads. Some were left to their own devices, and mainly occupied by immigrants. These houses deteriorated in quality and were often unsafe, until the immigrants left for newer houses on the periphery of the city or in the province of Milan in the 1980s. This was true above all of the navigli zone of Milan, or of areas like the Isola, Bovisa and Giambellino.

Other houses were part of an early gentrification process. The first gentrifiers were artists, bohemians and students. Later, young professionals moved in on the back of the increases in living standards which prefigured the rise of Milano da bere. There was little space, and numerous strategies were adopted to increase it: raised beds, hidden wardrobes, steps, closure of balconies, the knocking down of walls to unite two or even three flats. A whole generation of architects became specialised in these micro-restructurings. Public space became private space, closed off to outsiders, to potential criminals, to others. Metal doors appeared on the previously shared balconies, net curtains turned up inside houses, bars and alarms became the norm. Far from being open, doors were locked many times. Privacy and security were the new buzzwords. Heating became ‘autonomous’, water was for everyone. These renovated houses can now be seen all over the city – and are much sought-after. The old, crumbling, small two-room apartments are now very rare. Milan’s extraordinary potential to re-invent the past, to destroy and re-build itself in the same place, is perhaps at its most ingenious here. Thousands of small changes have, over time, completely transformed one housing, social and cultural model into another. So much so, that the very name casa di ringhiera now makes no sense.

10. The soap factory, its demolition and the city of Milan

In 1969 the Sirio soap factory, located close to the Bovisa main Northern Railways station (Ferrovie Nord) and therefore highly visible to the thousands of commuter-workers who arrived there every day, closed down. Its smell remained for years, a reminder of the odour which the factory had produced when it was active. Slowly, this abandoned workplace became a ruin. Bits fell off the outside, trees and plants grew within the walls, whole sides of the ex-factory collapsed. The most noticeable feature of the ex-factory was a large and elegant chimney. The presence of buildings such as the Sirio gave Bovisa a kind of charm. CU remembers taking his friends there to take photographs: ‘they were fascinating places’. LS was also attracted to these highly visible ruins of the past, which he documented both through photography and through his illustrations. The ex-Sirio was also a place of danger, or potential danger. A young woman was raped and murdered nearby in 1987, leading to a huge torchlight demonstration in the neighbourhood and much press comment on the ‘Bronx’ which Bovisa had supposedly become. Later, complaints were made about drug-dealing and immigrant presence in these dank and dark premises.

In June 2003, without warning, the factory was demolished. A local association protested about the destruction of the tall Sirio chimney – which they called a ‘symbol of the neighbourhood’s industrial past’. A leaflet was issued by the same association which called the demolishers (or those who had authorised them to do so) ‘murderers of memory’.
 The rubble was cleared away, but the site remained a wasteland for more than a year – and was still a wasteland in December 2004. No local residents were aware of any plans for the site. 
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In the same year, architect and poet Giancarlo Consonni had published this poem, entitled ‘Bovisa’.

Ne butta di gioventù

la stazione di Milano-Bovisa

Appena fuori

trame di travi

tetti afflosciati

lamento di ruderi

(è la fabbrica Sirio

che si decompone)

Intatta la ciminiera

ci lascia ai nostri passi
.


Now the Sirio chimney had stood in the same place for twenty-five years without attracting much attention. No plan had been developed for its future and no local initiatives had been taken to ‘save’ the ruin, or convert it into an official site of memory, or create a museum, or even to put up a plaque or sign. Milan and the Milanese, as ever, seemed to be highly uniterested in their (immediate) past. It is difficult therefore to justify an accusation that the demolishers were, in reality, ‘memory murderers’. The demolition was entirely in line with the relationship with the physical past present in Milan in general – which has been seen as one of the cities defining characteristics. As the architect and novelist Gianni Biondillo has put it: ‘I milanesi sono strani. Hanno nostalgia solo delle cose che distruggono’.
 At the same time, the city has a tendency to ‘sack and destroy’ (Giovanni Testori)
 which has been noted by many. It is a city which ‘has consumed itself again and again’ (Primo Moroni). Unlike, say, Florence or Rome or Lucca, the past is an impediment to progress. Conservation has never been seen as important in Milan, and there is little popular support for it. The city has no museum of industry, and even plans for one in the former Stalingrad of Italy – Sesto San Giovanni – are stalled. It is perhaps these traits which make Milan the most modern, the most ‘American’ but also the most disorientatng city in Italy. Milan’s relationship with its physical past – and with the memory narratives connected with that past – is a difficult one. Sirio’s chimney was a small sign of the problems in this relationship.

11. Workers, Factories and Memories in Bovisa

Alongside a series of memory-narratives and micro-changes, the industrial past also formed a key part of my investigation. The longest ‘chapter’ in the film is that dedicated to ‘workers and factories’ and looks at the memories of a fordist past, dominated physically by the working class. With the closure of all the factories in the zone by the 1990s – which once gave work to more than 25,000 workers every day – industrial spaces were transformed into supermarkets, universities, houses or office blocks, or just left to crumble. 

Relationships with this vast industrial working-class were not straightforward one. Most of the 40,000 workers employed in factories in the neighbourhood came from the outside – often from towns outside Milan itself – and arrived on the northern railways or other forms of public transport. In the house itself, there were factory workers, but many residents were self-employed (hairdressers, shopkeepers, pizza-makers, rentiers, taxi-drivers, artists, actors, musicians) or pensioners. Many residents therefore made their living thanks to the vast waves of workers who arrived in the zone on a daily basis. They cut their hair, sold them food and cigarettes, made them pizzas. The working class is seen – in many of my oral history interviews – as part of a mass of people, moving to the rhythyms of industrial life – a ‘river’ linked to 24-hour industrial shifts, part of a ‘fleet’ of people.
 In some areas, this presence was almost constant. The Montecatini chemical factory, for example, worked with three shifts of 8 hours, as did the Gasworks near to the El Mungus block. AR sold individual cigarettes and mint grappa to many of the workers who ‘streamed’ past her tobacconists shop every morning.

The working-class was a presence in other ways – and not just physically. There were the sirens, which ‘sounded continually’ (GPetrillo) half-an-hour, fifteen minutes and five minutes before the beginning and end of every shift. Then there were the moments of conflict. Clocks all over Milan were kept ‘perfectly on time’ (Petrillo) in order A general strike brought ‘silence’ – an absence/presence full of the potential power of the industrial proletariat. Other strikes were more noisy, with picket lines and demonstrations, especially in the 1960s. During the hundred years of industrial production in our neighbourhood, pollution, smoke and smog were an everyday reality. Many residents tell tales of their clothes disintegrating in the fetid air created by particular chemical factories, and of compensation paid out by the factory-owners to pay for this destruction. These memories are almost always tinged with a sense of loss – the working-class river is no more – and with awe at the (potential) power of this mass of workers – all dressed alike – and at the power of industry to attract these masses. Yet, the very Otherness of many of these workers – as part of a faceless ‘river’ – also confirms my interpretation of Bovisa (and our house) as a rural-industrial neighbourhood, with a rural-industrial culture, right up to the 1960s. The workers came, and they went, but Bovisa remained a kind of village. Piazzale Lugano was never really a working-class house, despite being part of what was seen by almost everyone as a working-class neighbourhood.

Nonetheless, the disappearance of industrial society – and therefore of the industrial working class – still inspired (and inspires) strong feelings of loss and nostalgia. This sense of loss was exacerbated by the rapid closure of all the factories in the zone in an arc of time which ranged from the 1950s right through to the 1980s. By the late 1980s, very few factories remained. What was left was silence, broken-down and crumbling buildings, out-of-date signs, rusting factory-gates, railways lines which led nowhere and abandoned material. Often, the only trace of the productive and active past of these sites lay in the memories of those who had observed them. These factories were reminders of the ageing process in all of us.

Some factories were (and some still are) ‘inhabited’ by new immigrants in desperate need of shelter. The neighbourhood became part of a series of (largely unrealised) projects, as well as attracting photographers (Giovanna Borgese and Gabriele Basilico, for example) and artists (as in John Hedjuk’s extraordinary work entitled, simply, Bovisa
). One large telephone factory in Via Bodio became an office complex called Bodio Center, complete with a futuristic restaurant and fitness area. 5,000 office workers were employed in this area by 2003. Other factories were re-shaped and re-built as part of the city’s architecture and engineering faculties which moved to Bovisa in the 1990s, attracting thousands of students, most of whom commuted to Bovisa on a daily basis. Some of this restructuring was sensitive to the memories of the past. The architecture faculty incorporated relics from the cable-car plant which had previously occupied the site into the very fabric of the university, as well as maintaining features of the factory – the gates, the clocks – which still stand (albeit transformed) as testimony to the past. Other developments were less sensitive. The Bodio Center erased almost all trace of its past as a telephone factory and centre of the anti-fascist resistance. A large plaque discovered on the site – which had been put up by anti-fascist workers in the 1960s – was stored away in a warehouse. Only the factory-front was left intact, physically. Otherwise, the Bodio Center was a classic Milanese case of erasure and forgetting. Other plants became lofts, bars or small businesses. The very rapidity of these changes made understanding difficult. Whole streets changed from one month to the next. Shops disappeared and others opened. Yuppiness appeared in Bovisa for the first time, most noticeably in the form of a trendy restaurant called Beau-visa.

The rhythms of the neighbourhood changed again. No longer did these ‘rivers’ of people arrive in line with industrially-based shifts. Now it was the university timetable (November-July) which structured much commuting. In the place of the worker-packed lunch, students carried architect’s bags. Tens of lunchtime businesses, photocopying shops and other student-based services sprang up in the area which had once been the ‘badlands’ of Bovisa, notorious for its poor quality housing and southern immigrant population. At night, as with the industrial working class, the students mostly departed, and the lunch premises closed. House prices shot up, and there was a rash of attic and basement restructuring, The local population benefited from these new developments in numerous ways – above all financially – but they rarely participated in debates about the future of their neighbourhood. 

12. Nostalgia, the Golden-Age and the Bucolic Past

Many memory-narratives are always wrapped within nostalgia, defined as a ‘sentimento di rimpianto malinconico verso ambiti di esperienza del passato, che sorge da un’insoddisfazione nei riguardi del presente’.
 Yet, this nostalgia should not just be seen critically, and has to be understood alongside the dramatic physical and cultural changes observed by these living witnesses over the last 20-50 years. Nostalgia does alter the perception of the past, but these transformations themselves have often been so radical as to wipe out the past altogether, in Milan, making nostalgic memory almost inevitable. Also, the altering of perceptions of the past is a natural feature of the ways in which memory narratives are created, transmitted and broadcasted. The past is packaged into stories and often shot in soft-light, and some of this has a sound basis in reality. There really were fields all around Piazzale Lugano, 22 in living memory.
 There really were elements of a rural past here until very recently. There really were 40,000 workers in the neighbourhood, almost every day, until the 1960s. All that is gone, obliterated, no less, from the urban fabric. Nostalgia is one way of trying to get a grip on the totalising nature of these transformations – it is a tactic, a device, a prism. Of course, nostalgia does not help us with an understanding of the straightforward history of the past, but it does point to the ways in which that past is understood and narrated through memory. As so much of this past only exists in these memories, then the very presence of nostalgia is part of the story – part of history, no less. Those who watched as the farms became housing blocks, and the factories became offices and universities, or simply ruins, and then car parks, saw themselves as witnesses to these momentous changes. Inevitably, they blurred the past – sometimes – into a bucolic golden-age. The alternative was to simply wipe the slate clean, to erase the tape.

13. The Last Rasberries. Reprise.

Milan is often described – rhetorically – as a city without memory, or as a city without identity, or as a city of forgetting. Much of this is meaningless, taking refuge in slogans which – in the end – tell us nothing about the city or its history. What is true is that Milan has a different relationship with memory – or the past – than many other Italian cities. Milan tends to obliterate its past – physically, above all – and move on. It destroys and rebuilds. This dynamism, this disrespect for the past – for history – has allowed the city to move on and develop at a pace unheard of in other Italian cities. Thus, it has become perhaps the most – the only – American city in Italy. Yet, Milan is full of untapped memories, and of traces of the past. As with Norman Klein’s Los Angelese, the history of Milan is a history of forgetting.
 The past is everywhere, it is simply not rarefied, or even noticed, in a normal everyday way. And when there are no traces left, the past can be got to via the stories in people’s heads, by the photographs in their frayed albums and by the dusty cassettes in their super8 collections.


The story of Bovisa’s last raspberries – with which this article began - is a story of globalisation before the word globalisation was invented. It is a story of a rural past which has not only been forgotten, but more or less eradicated from Milan’s landscape and her history. Seventy years ago, there were peasants in Bovisa, fruit was grown, and many people lived in cascine. This activity lived side-by-side with huge chemical and metalwork and electrical factories in the area which was known as the ‘Little Manchester’. Now, in 2004, both of these pasts have been wiped clean, from the landscape at least. Milan, as it has always done, has moved on, without pity, without stopping to look back or to even take stock. Soon, very few people will be left who even remember this rural-industrial past. At that point, the history of Milan as a history of forgetting will have taken another leap forward. 

But in other ways the past is all around use. Everywhere, even in Bovisa, there are traces of the countryside and of the ‘little Manchester’ – in people’s stories but above all in the very structure of the buildings – cascine which have become flats, case di ringhiere which have become something else – many times over. Milan is a rich, frightening and extraordinary series of layers, none of which have ever, really, been wiped clean. It is a complicated palimpsest. It is up to us – all of us – historians, architects, citizens, old and young – to discover, document and understand this series of pasts, and we can do so by looking at what is there, now, but also by looking at what is gone. Bovisa’s lost raspberries may be a good place to start.

As Luisa Passerini has pointed out, until the 1980s oral historians had assumed that there was no real subjective conflict between the interviewer and interviewee. A shareable narrative, it was claimed, could be constructed without any real problems. Now new forms of inter-subjectivity have come into play, where heterogeneities are respected and history is seen as deeply riven with continuities and discontinuities.
 Oral history is ‘an interpretation of the past, and of themselves in the past, carried out by someone who in the meantime has become someone else’ (Contini and Martini)
, but it is also material which is collected, conceived of and analyzed by people who during their research are becoming other people. At all these levels, oral history remains the most blurry, the most problematic, and the most subjective of all historical disciplines. It is this inherent inter-subjectivity which makes oral history so hard to pin down, but also so rich in pathways and debate-provoking elements.


I lived in Piazzale Lugano for over ten years. My wife had been born there and, later, so was my son. As a historian – at the time, working on other Milan-related topics – I lived and breathed the changing life of the ringhiera, observing, not always dispassionately, the everyday vicissitudes and battles over privacy, community and co-habitation. The place was oppressive and liberating at the same time – it was a perfect vantage point for an understanding of a city going through an epochal transformation which would leave no stone unturned, and no Italian untouched. As Milan globalised, so did Piazzale Lugano, 22, and so did I. My memories are now intertwined with the history of that place, even as I left the direct experience of the house behind. This project was also – but certainly not only – a way of understanding my own past, and the film which emerged from this project is an attempt to analyse that recent past with the most subjective eye of all – the camera.  Bovisa’s fruit groves of the 1930s provided me with the perfect image around which to group these stories. Italy’s rapid and unplanned development left so much destruction, but also created complicated and rich memories which, once tapped, can never be suppressed again. A reflection on these memories, and on the micro-histories associated with these narratives, opens up a series of historical interpretations which have often appeared to be closed, or wrapped in certainties. 

* This article is a kind of companion piece to the film Ringhiera. Story of a House (2004, 53 minutes). Director: John Foot. Camera and Editing: Dan Sayer. Music: Alberto Morelli.
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