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Italian Migration

Migration Patterns from two
Comuni in Sondrio Province:

Tirano and
Villa di Tirano

by Alan Poletti and Emanuela Menghina

Alan Poletti is a retired
Professor of Nuclear
Physics from the
University of Auckland,
while Emanuela Menghina
after graduating from the
Universita degli studi di
Brescia in 1999, is a high
school teacher in the
Valtellina. They analyse
two lists concerning
emigration from
neighbouring comuni in
the Valtellina. One comes
from 'Registri dei nullaosta
per passaporti per l'estero’
from Tirano for the years
1873 - 1891, while the
other comes from an
'Elenco di individui
emigrati all' estero' from
Villa di Tirano. The
analysis of these lists and
comparison with the local
economy throws fresh light
on migration from these
two comuni during the
earliest years of significant
transoceanic migration
from Italy.
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Introduction

In this first decade of the 21st century we
need passports to enter and leave a
country. This was not always the case. In
the 19th century a passport might be
required to leave a country, but Australia
and New Zealand, like the countries in
both North and South America, gave free
entry to all healthy immigrants. It was not
until 1916 that a passport (issued within
the previous two years) was required to
enter New Zealand' and then only for those
over the age of 15 years. The requirement
was issued as part of the War Regulations
(10 November 1914) and with variations
has remained in force ever since. At the
same time, under the pressure of war,
similar laws were promulgated by many
other countries.

Nevertheless from the very beginning of
the existence of a unified Italy in 18592 , a
passport was needed in order to leave the
kingdom legally. To find the departure date
of transoceanic emigrants from lItaly and
their destinations in the nineteenth century,
a list of passport applications would seem
to be the place to begin. Unfortunately,
these lists have been very difficult, if not
impossible to find. Trafford R Cole in his
book3, Italian Genealogical Records,
considers these records to be 'one of the
most difficult sources to research’.

However, we have recently been able to
examine documents containing two such

lists from the contiguous comuni® of
Tirano and Villa di Tirano in the Province of
Sondrio, Lombardy Region, Italy.

The first® document lists passports issued
by the Comune di Tirano for the years
1873 to 1891, although the list for 1882 is
missing. This document, with about 800
entries, has been discussed and analysed
extensively by one of usf. The second less
formal document’, from the neighbouring
Comune di Villa di Tirano is in a small
exercise book containing about 500
separate entries on 24 pages. As discussed
below, we found that the first 168 names in
this document were of people from the
comune who were known to be abroad at
the beginning of 1865. Then there followed
lists of passports issued in the years 1872
to 1892. The document from Tirano has
also been analysed statistically by Sabrina
Albanese for Jacqueline Templeton® and a
transcription has recently been brought to
our notice?,

The province of Sondrio consists
essentially of two valleys, the smaller, the
Valchiavenna in the west and the larger, the
Valtellina, traversed by the upper Adda river
in the east. Both valleys open onto Lake
Como. Tirano and Villa di Tirano are in the
Valtellina and lie approximately 50 km from
the lake. Only 7% of the land in the
province is cultivable. This hardly provided
an easy living and a widespread system of
seasonal migration to neighbouring states
was the norm for some centuries. Driven
by harsh economic reality from the 1850s
onwards it is not surprising that people
from the province would be among the first
transoceanic migrants from ltaly. Their
destinations were America (both North and
South) and also Australia. Jacqueline
Templeton in her 1995 paper'® has
discussed the reasons for the marked
preference of the Valtellinese to migrate to
Australia whereas those from Valchiavenna
largely chose America.

The last 500 years in the Valtellina

In 1512, the Grigioni from the Swiss
Canton immediately to the north
conquered the Valtellina and were to rule it




until 1797, except for a brief period from
1620 to 1639. Sondrio province has always
been a border land, but for those nearly
300 years, the border was to its south -
catholics ruled by protestants. In 1797, the
French were welcomed with high
expectations, however their rule was much
more repressive than that of the Grigioni.
The border was now immediately to the
north and Tirano and Villa di Tirano were
right on it. With the Congress of Vienna in
1815, the Austrians became their new
rulers. They inherited a desperately poor
province with hardly a road worthy of the
name and the valley land marshy and
subject to frequent flooding. The
construction of stop banks along the Adda
and the draining of marshes was begun,
but more importantly between 1815 and
1828 nearly 300 km of roads were built
and a road along the eastern side of Lake
Como to Lecco was constructed. Roads
were constructed over the Spluga Pass to
the north of Chiavenna and the Stelvio
Pass to link the Valtellina with the Alto
Adige and the road over the Aprica Pass
leading to Brescia was reconstructed.
However, the economy, already hard hit by
the incompetence and repression of the
French went from bad to worse.

Wine produced from the terraced slopes
on the northern side of the valley of the
Adda was overwhelmingly the most
important export from the Valtellina. The
very good prices for wine in the years 1813
to 1817 encouraged a big increase in
grape plantings, so that by 1845, the area
of land in vineyards was twice that in 1800.
However, inevitably this huge increase in
output led to very low prices. That would
have been enough, but a 'mistake' in
calculating the land tax led to an
excessively high tax that was quite
unsupportable. Worse was to come. As we
discuss below, the grape harvest failed
disastrously for 14 years from 1847.
Stefano Jacini'' in 1858 called Sondrio
province the 'Ireland of Lombardy. Why
did anyone stay? But to leave you needed
a passport.

ltalia
These passports were one page only and

valid for one year. Their main features are
seen in the extract (Fig. 1.) of that of Ettore
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Checchi, issued at Florence in March
1876. Issued in the name of Vittorio
Emanuele II, King of Italy, the Minister of
Foreign Affairs 'prayed' that the authorities
would grant free passage to Checchi who
had declared that he was going to New
Zealand. His age (23 yrs) was given as well
as height in the most general terms (tall)
and details concerning hair and eye colour.
In addition, his profession (engineer), place
of birth (Pisa) and present domicile
(Firenze) were also listed. This general one
page format remained in use from before
the 1850s until at least the first decade of
the 19th century. The present multi-page
format with a photograph of the bearer was
in use before 1920.

Legal and illegal emigration

Before issuing a passport, the authorities
sought assurance that, among other
things, the would-be emigrant owed no
debts, was not leaving a family without
support and perhaps most importantly was
not liable for military service. A passport
would not be issued to a young man in the
year in which he turned 18, that is, the year
in which he was required to register for
military service. If drafted, he had two years
of service to complete before he could
expect to apply successfully for a passport,
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but even then had to inform the military
authorities where he was going. A person
who did not meet these requirements
would need to leave the country illegally
(emigrazione clandestine). For a border
province like Sondrio in the Lombardy
Region, this was not so difficult. The
border with Switzerland was immediately to
the north of the province. Being in
mountain terrain, it was largely unpatrolled
and the population knew the mountains
well. Transhumance, in which animals were
taken to alpine pastures in summer was
part of their very life. By the second half of
the 19th century smuggling across the
mountains from Switzerland was widely
practised'?. The best paths across them
were well known. Someone who was fit
could climb from the centre of Villa di
Tirano to the Swiss border near Lughina in
two hours.

A young man still liable for military service
could still obtain a passport. An application
by a brother not liable™ for such service
would be made. The very general nature of
the passport description would then allow
the young man to migrate apparently
legally. Stories of such happenings are
common among their descendents.
Evidence from the matching of
naturalization applications, passenger lists,
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Fig 1. An extract from the passport, issued 10 March 1876. to Ettore Checchi, passenger on the Fritz Reuter,
departed from Hamburg 12 April 1876, and arrived at Wellington, New Zealand, 7 Aug 1876. Although an
engineer, he was described as a labourer on the passenger list. After a short time in Wellington he went lo
Melbourne, where by 1892, he was Chief Engineer of the Public Works Department.
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vital records in both Italy and Australia, as
well as the lists we are discussing provide
several examples.

Other archival sources

We were able to understand the first part of
the document from Villa di Tirano by
reference to a census' carried out as of 1
January 1865. This 'Registro di
Popolazione' lists all members of the
comune by family. The first entries are for
families in the Contrada' del Ragno
(nearest to Tirano) and then they move
successively down the valley, sequentially
listing families from contrade like
Valpilasca, Sonvico, Maranta, Derada,
San  Antonio, Pedosi, Dessedo,
Campagna and then across the Adda to
the contrade of Stazzona. Even if a
member of a family was abroad, they
would still be listed together with their
country of residence. A similar census'
exists for Tirano - a 'Ruolo Generale'
dating from 1834. Both censuses were
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updated for some time. Military draft lists
(Liste di Leva') survive (with some gaps)
for the years subsequent to 1856 in the
Archivio di Stato, Sondrio. These
effectively list all males who survived until
the age of 18. For those migrating after the
mid 1870s these easily accessible records
can be used to identify individuals with
more certainty, especially in the Villa di
Tirano list which is not as detailed as that
for Tirano.

What did the two documents
look like?

Neither the Registri dei nullaosta nor the
Elenco di individui were compiled with
great care. Consequently it was often
difficult to decipher them. Poor
handwriting and abbreviations were also
problems. In the case of the list from Villa
di Tirano, parts of some entries were in
faded pencil and parts of other entries
were written over or crossed out,
increasing the difficulty.
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Elenco di individui emigrati all
estero 1892, Villa di Tirano

Extracts from this document are shown in
Figs, 2a and 2b. The first page (see Fig. 2a)
began with an overall heading and column
headings. There then followed two sections.
The first was a list of 101 names which are
of individuals from Villa di Tirano' itself,
while the second was a list of 67 names
headed 'Stazzona’. Only one date (1863)
appeared anywhere in these two lists (see
Fig. 2a). Comparison with a sample of
entries in the Registro di Popolazione
enabled us to identify the way in which
these two sections were constructed. They
are the names of all those who were known
to be abroad at the beginning of 1865 as
noted in the Registro di Popolazione.
A comparison with passenger lists for arrival
in Melbourne, which places the date of
departure of many of these individuals in
the years 1859 - 1864, confirms this
inference. These two sections are therefore
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Fig. 2a. An extract from the Elenco degli individui emigrati, Villa di Tirano. As discussed in the text, entries [ - 8 list emigrants from the contrade of Ragno
and Valpilasca who had left before 1865. Entry no. 7 is for Filippo Canobbio. After arriving in Australia in 1860, he moved to New Zealand in 1865 where
even as late as 1916, it was noted thal he was a gold miner.
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