FRONTE DI SCAVO
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	“This unyielding grandeur of branches and skies rent only to let in the light.”
CHANDRA LIVIA CANDIANI, 
La bambina pugile ovvero La precisione dell’amore


Chapter one
Courmayeur, May 1961
The gaping yaw of the mountain came into sight around the last bend. It was waiting for me. The opening was as tall as a three-storey building and just as wide. Men and machines were scurrying hither and yon like demented wasps as the van bounced and jerked its way up the slope, the rumble of trucks dumping the spoil making a din in the background.
The driver hadn’t minced words when he told me he wanted to get back down to Aosta before nightfall so I hopped out quickly. He dropped my suitcase in the middle of the site and asked if I wanted him to take it to my quarters but I thanked him and he doffed his beret, gave a quick wave, and leapt back into the van.  I took a few steps to stretch my legs, keeping well clear of the people and vehicles darting about around me, took a deep breath and inhaled the bitingly cold air.
At first glance, the layout of the site appeared no different to a thousand others, just bigger. Here there were five hundred supervisors, engineers and labourers. Not far from the mouth of the tunnel I noticed a storage site drilled into the rock to house explosives, alongside which stood silos and a concrete mixing tower. Down-valley there appeared to be dormitories, and there were bound to be offices, machine and carpentry shops, warehouses and storage, not to mention the canteen, toilets and washrooms.
But what really floored me was Her. She both overlooked and surrounded us. The tallest and slenderest of the Alpine peaks, her shape supremely suited to accommodate a tunnel.
Countless plans had laid on countless drawing boards since before the turn of the century. The Fréjus and Simplon rail tunnels had been built fifty years earlier and the Great St. Bernard road tunnel was almost finished. Others plans had been discarded, including the Little St. Bernard that would have required a tunnel approaching 20 kms in length, or the Col Ferret, which would have been too high for safe winter access.
This one was perfect. Both ends of the tunnel linking Courmayeur and Chamonix beneath the White Queen would be under 1,400 metres. The plan was coming to life. For over two years now miners had been disturbing the slumbering creature of rock and ice, burrowing three kilometres into the mountain. 
Tunnels were my bread and butter. Of course up till then I had only ever studied and designed straightforward road or rail tunnels. This was different. Almost obscenely epic. We were there to desecrate the tallest mountain.
I lifted my gaze. The Brenva glacier brushed the top of the church of Notre-Dame de la Guérison, a wall of milky whiteness reaching for the sky. The mountain breathed a voiceless sigh.
“Ah, our new engineer. Welcome.”
Roversi stepped up to meet me, hand outstretched, followed a short distance away by a younger man in overalls. “Did you have a good trip?”
The man felt around his pockets for cigarettes, found one and lit it up. Roversi turned to him.
“This is Hervé, he’s the site manager.”
“Welcome, Sir.”
“Please, call me Ettore,” I replied.
Hervé flicked a bit of ash off the tip of his cigarette with his thumb and quickly rubbed it on his sleeve. He looked me straight in the eye. “Welcome, Ettore.”
“Sorry, I was in a meeting and I’ve got to get back,” said Roversi. “Take it easy and take tonight off to settle in. We’ll met the others tomorrow morning and I’ll fill you in on the situation.” 
Roversi had actually offered me the job. “Are you up for writing a piece of history?”
That’s what he had asked me over the phone, shortly after Christmas.
My father gazed at me from the silver-framed photo on the side board. What would he have to say about tunnelling 11.5 kilometres into the mountain, one rock at a time, under two thousand five hundred metres of granite?
After Roversi left, Hervé lip up another cigarette and offered me one. He had a stocky build and was aged somewhere between thirty and forty. His bright blue eyes gave him a boyish air, but the beard that concealed most of his face made him look a little older.
“Left the car down in the town?”
He rolled his Rs like the French, but made it sounded harsher.
 “Yes, near the station.”
“Good idea. Cars have a hard time up here, what with the ice and everything.”
“Mine’s old, she wouldn’t have made it.” We smoked in silence, staring at the glistening snow-capped peak. “Do you like walking, Ettore?”
“When I was younger I used to walk everywhere in Milan, if that’s what you’re asking. But no, I’m not a hiker.” 
“Too bad. I would’ve shown you around.”
“I’m a fast learner.”
He took a minute to answer.
“The mountain will get you panting,” he remarked. “But we can give it a go.”
Steel poles had been driven into the rocky ridge above us and the crossbars seemed strong enough.
“Is there any risk of avalanches?”
He followed my gaze. The Mont Fréty ridge has been secured, so it’s safe. Of course, you can never tell. At any rate the site’s as sheltered as it could possibly be.”
"As sheltered as it could be.” 
“Yeah.”
There were snow fences high above us that increased in width as they descended towards the valley, to minimise snow drift.
“I’ll lead the way,” said Hervé, picking up my suitcase. “Don’t worry, I can manage,” I replied, grabbing it from him. I followed him to a series of identical huts, behind the guesthouse.
“These are for the managers," he stated. “The labourers sleep down there.”
He opened the door and turned on the light. The curtains were drawn and the room was in darkness.
“I hope you’re up for it, it can get very cold here at night.” 
“So they told me.”
He turned to leave. “Well, see you tomorrow then.”
“Just a second.” 
Hervé stopped on the doorstep.
“Could you show me the tunnel face?” I asked.
“You mean now?”
He sounded a little puzzled.
“Yes, just give me a minute to change. I’d rather do a quick recon tonight. If that’s not a problem,” I hastened to add.
“No problem. I’ll be back in half an hour to fetch you. Remember your raincoat. I’ll get you a safety helmet.”
The room was plain but serviceable. I lay down on the bed and closed my eyes, my head throbbing. A warning signal I was well used to disregarding. I rubbed my temples and the ache snaked its way across my forehead and down the back of my neck, losing its punch. I dozed off.
A knock at the door brought me quickly to my feet. 
“Can you give me five minutes?” I mumbled, opening the door.
I could see Hervé taking in my crumpled face.
“Take your time,” he replied, lighting up yet another cigarette.
A dozen metres or so into the tunnel the afternoon light petered out, the rock soaking it up like a sunburnt land after a summer shower. The first section was downhill, with the excavation plane three and a half metres lower than the worksite outside. The ventilation system and water pipes took up a lot of space. The headlights on the vehicle Hervé was driving lit up a short stretch in front of the wheels, while all around us there was total, oppressive, unyielding darkness. Oddly enough we were keeping to the left.
“The moncalvi usually keep to the right,” Hervé said, before I had time to ask. 
“Because there’s more room on that side?” 
“There’s that, too. But it's mainly because the water runs down the left side. If a wheel gets stuck it’s easier to get it back on track if it’s empty. If it’s full it needs emptying first.”
We reached the excavation face and it was bathed in light. Despite the ventilation system my breath caught in my throat for a second, as I took in the spectacular four-level bridge crane to which an army of miners clung as they dug into the wall with dogged perseverance, elbow to elbow, armed with drills, and seemingly unaware of the racket, the dust and the mud. Had it been outdoors the noise would have been bearable, but deep in the belly of the mountain the din of the tools, the truck engines and the compressors powering the ventilation system boomed deafeningly around the space. The wall yielded to the strength and determination of the men who were actually building the tunnel. Who were utterly exposed to the mountain. 
Unlike other excavations, this one was surprisingly wet, rather than dusty. Water covered the black rock walls, the ropes on the ground were soaked in muddy gravel, water dripped on the men’s helmets from above, making them look more like sailors battling the elements on the high seas than miners. An uninvited thought crossed my mind: “The water will tip it over.”
“We’re nearly there.”
I was more than familiar with the daily progress reports sent to Italy’s Road Authority ANAS, so I knew that it would take about two hours to drill at least 150 holes across one entire section of rock. By the time Hervé and I got there the work was almost done, but we were in time to watch the blast. They were laying the charges – another slow and tricky job. Hundreds of kilos of class A and B plastic explosives were packed into the drill holes, then the workers carefully stepped down from the crane and the shotfirer connected the wires. Before the shot went off I found a spot behind a cement truck parked more than 100 metres away. I was wearing ear plugs but the explosion came as a mighty thump to the chest, a wave of sheer terror, like hearing the dying roar of a prehistoric beast.  

The smoke extractors kicked in immediately and within minutes we could breathe again, although the air still reeked of the exhaust fumes of the moncalvi. Roversi had told me about them. They were tractors that had been built especially for a company called Condotte d’Acqua, the company that had hired me a few weeks earlier. I knew all about them but this was the first time I’d ever seen one in action. These 4-wheel drive vehicles had a 150 horsepower diesel engine that could pull a trailer carrying ten cubic metres of rock.
“The French don’t use machinery with heat engines,” said Hervé, hearing me cough as soon as the rumble stopped.
He was leaning against the wall, staring at the miners removing the waste. The excavator bucket was removing the debris and loading it into skips that would carry them out of the tunnel.
“Yes, they pull the wagons along on rails,” I said. “But the electric locomotives need to be powered, and that’s a problem.”
“There's a charging station outside in front of the excavation face. They say it’s gigantic. Anyway, we started with these and it’s how we’re going to finish.”
The roof was now clear. The masons and metal workers were already at work stabilising the rock. Then the whole process would start over again. Once, ten times, a hundred times. Metre after metre, the days turned into years.
We got back in the vehicle and made our way back out. My legs were starting to feel a little shaky. After a few hundred metres Hervé leaned out to light up the roof, which was lined with wire mesh.
“This rock is evil, it keeps giving way.” 
I tried to concentrate on what he was saying but his voice was muffled. An unfamiliar sound seemed to have seeped into my brain, an unremitting wail, almost a dirge.
I put my heart and soul into my work. I set my alarm to go off at dawn so I could see the shift handover and asked Hervé to introduce me to the supervisors, miners, metal workers and labourers, who he knew by name. I spent hours in meetings with Roversi, often ending after dark. Leaks were a priority, and the risk of collapse kept everyone on edge. The mountain was not cooperating. It forced us to work through a narrow reinforced passage that was eventually widened to half-section. It took 1.300 metres of drilling to reach granite, a more stable rock. When night fell I would return to my hut and throw myself into numbers and maps.
My focus was squarely on my work, and I set aside the usual random thoughts that whirred through my mind. On the outside I was unemotional but inside there were a few charges that I also needed to blast. Was I happy? Who knows. I was undoubtedly where I wanted to be, on the brink of something big. Building roads where there were none was my job, but it was around then, when it all started, that I began wondering if I really was cut out for that work, or whether I had just fallen into it randomly. Perhaps it was a curse.
It is generally the first-born son that carries on the family business, but Giovanni never did what others expected of him and our father even seemed to respect him for that. My brother had given up a privileged position that I had occupied after high school without the slightest hesitation. Becoming an engineer meant speaking the same language as the man who had always been so distant.
Sharing the same words would bring us together.
So I thought.
Ultimately all I shared with my father was my surname, which happened to be quite something in the business. 
I heard the name on other people’s lips: He must have been so proud of you! And I lapped up the sound like an agreeably mouthed lie. At the end of my university studies I ended up with something I had no need for: the need to carve out a space for myself in my father’s eyes. Did I like what I’d studied? That’s a question I had never really asked myself, nor did I think I was entitled to. Would I have done my best regardless? Of course.
Then tunnels entered my life and with them came the opportunity to change something that, at first sight, seemed unmovable Entering a dark tunnel boosted my mental alertness, heightened my senses, made me channel all my energy into fathoming a way through, the best way, the only way, as if it were already embedded in the rock just waiting for me to find it. Rock gave way where its veins opened up. Only there, only then. That is how I learned to seek the light like a seed pushing through the soil as it opens up a route that has always existed but nobody else can see.
