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the alleyway. He’s dropping off a strange do-
nation: hardbound books about fascism by the
Italian dictator Benito Mussolini.

“Palermo is the fountain of serendipity,”
Tramonte continues. “When a foreigner comes
to Palermo, he should let himself go. Let your-
self be a feather in the wind and you can find
that that wind can take you to beautiful
places.”

The markets
Outdoor markets are some of the best

places to revel in Palermo. Vendors shout out
prices. Butchers slice, pound, weigh meat.
Fishmongers’ stands display decapitated

swordfish. Things sizzle in pots and pans of
kiosks: chickpea fritters (panelle), potato and
egg rolls (crocche), stuffed rice balls
(arancine).

Your head spins at the movement, the
flashes of life: A fellow brushes by with a
pushcart full of sardines for sale; another tries
to catch your attention to buy a bouquet of
flowers. You admire displays of oranges,
lemons, apples, strawberries, lettuce heads,
broccoli and tomatoes as mouth-watering
works of art. You’re in a stream of people,
moving, buying, looking, talking, bumping into
each other with bags full of food. A scooter
blows its horn and plows through.

Your senses are assaulted by mounds of
olives and dried tomatoes, bunches of rose-
mary and bay leaves, cheeses. “We were born
here and we will die here,” says Francesco An-
dolina, a fruit and vegetable vendor whose
family has been getting up before dawn and
working until dusk in the Ballaro market for
generations.

But Palermo’s most famous market, the Vuc-
ciria, is a shadow of its former self. Merchants
now offer antiques and souvenirs to tourists.
The streets are no longer slick with vegetable
and fruit remains. “All the people want to go to
the supermarkets with their carts,” Andolina
says and mockingly pretends to push a cart.

Capital of culture
Palermo recently restricted most cars from

the city center. “Now you can hear your own
footsteps, you can hear your voice. That was
taken away when there were cars,” says Sara
Cappello, a folk singer and storyteller. And in
2018, Palermo is being celebrated as Italy’s
Capital of Culture. “We deserve to be the
cultural capital because we are a wonderful
city,” Cappello says. She then thinks of the
city’s continuing problems: Trash piling up,
corruption, unregulated development,
poverty. “We mistreated our city so badly,”
she says. “But maybe this too is the fascina-
tion of Palermo.” — AP


