


If there’s a buzz about Trieste, it could be the heroic amounts of
coffee the Italian port city drinks. KIKI DEERE visits a European city

where the history is as intense as the espressos
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ame the coffee and

café capital of the world.
The shortlist: Vienna?
Istanbul? Seattle?

Ignore their claims. We're
heading instead to a small city that sits on
a coastal strip in the far northeast of Italy
like an afterthought. This is Trieste. If there
were a World Cup of Coffee, this little city
would be the favourite.

Trieste might be an Italian city now, but
in its heart it still belongs to a place that
disappeared a century ago - the Habsburg
empire, which ruled central Europe from
the 16th century to the start of the 20th.

This mighty empire that dominated
European politics had one disadvantage:
no coastline. So its Austrian rulers looked
south to this obscure spot on the northern
Adriatic Sea. Trieste became Vienna's
port — albeit a port over 500 kilometres
of mountainous terrain away.

It remained a Habsburg possession
until 1918. Under Habsburg rule, the
city became a transport hub linking the
Mediterranean with central Europe and
beyond into Asia. Emperor Charles VI
declared Trieste a free portin 1719, and his
daughter Maria Theresa, who succeeded
him, commissioned Viennese architects to
create its elegant core. They erected the
city’s pastel-coloured buildings, dignified
piazzas and wide, cobbled streets. And

like Vienna, it became a place of cafés —
hundreds of cafés.

Today, as you stroll the arcaded
streets of the pretty Theresian Quarter,
picture the hustle when Mitteleuropean
merchants and traders paced the city
streets, while valuers and financiers
entered the city’s pink Old Stock Exchange
Palace to beat out the international trade
deals of the day.

And what were they trading? Coffee.

As travel writer Jan Morris writes, ‘it is
a classic fragrance of Trieste'.

The free port area housed up to
1.3 million sacks of coffee at any one
time at the turn of the 20th century.

A coffee commodities exchange was
active for a few years, and Brazil
established a permanent deposit at
Trieste’s port for its beans.

Coffee beans from plantations around
the world first reached Europe via the port
of Trieste, supplying the Habsburg empire’s
coffee houses in Vienna. But it was the
cafés of the port city itself that became
a magnet for restless writers, artists and
academics. The Italian writer Italo Svevo
was born in the city. His early endeavours
were encouraged by an exiled Irish novelist
called James Joyce. Joyce, the author of
the great modernist novel Ulysses, lived a
bohemian’s life, moving from lodging to
lodging (eight of them) in the years leading

up the First World War. His one constant
was the breakfast presnitz, a horseshoe-
shaped pastry stuffed with raisins and
walnuts at the Pasticceria Caffé Pirona.

It's still there: and a huge photograph

of Joyce, straw-hatted and sporting his
signature windsor eyeglasses, has pride of
place in the window.

Trieste’s cafés were also a battleground
of conflicting ideas as a reborn Italian state
struggled with the geriatric Habsburg
empire for political - and emotional -
sovereignty over Trieste. After the First
World War, their very names were changed
and ltalianised: the Caffé Flora became the
Caffé Nazionale.

But with the empire gone, Trieste
lost much of its power - and its glamour. >

Café culture

Get a buzz at Caffé Urbanis (below) and Caffé San
Marco (below left); antique coffeemaking equipment
at the Museo del Caffé (bottom); Irish novelist James
Joyce (facing page, middle) was fond of Pasticceria
Caffe Pirona (facing page, top left)
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TRIESTE'S CAFES
WERE ALSO A
BATTLEGROUND OF
CONFLICTING IDEAS
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In the last years of the 20th century, Trieste,
for so many people a place defined by

the glory days of the last century, was an
introspective shadow of its former self.

But we are in the land of the Renaissance:
recent years have seen a tremendous
revival of the city as a cruise ship gateway
to the Mediterranean — and a unique,
intensely European destination in its

own right.

Jan Morris thought it was the
administration of the mayor who
dominated Trieste politics in the 1990s
that ‘encouraged the city to look outwards
again’ His name was Riccardo llly,
grandson of Francesco llly - inventor of the
llletta, the first automatic coffee machine,
and patriarch of the company whose
name is now synonymous with coffee the
world over — and as Morris records with
delight, his family company’s main product
remains the principal reason for the port’s
success. ‘The aromatic dock building is
still Europe’s number one warehouse of
the coffee trade, she writes in her book
Trieste and the Meaning of Nowhere. ‘'Coffee
from around the world arrives here, and is
distributed across Europe - or processed
by Signor llly’s people and sent back across
the seas again! (For more on illy coffee,
see facing page.)

Every year two million sacks of coffee
reach Trieste’s port from Africa, China, India
and Central and South America. Green
seeds are separated from impurities and
checked for smell, taste and appearance,

before being roasted, dried and cooled -

a process which transforms the beans from
green to brown and generates coffee’s
distinctive taste and aroma.

The coffee capital should of course have
a coffee museum. A short walk east from
Piazza della Borsa is Via San Nicolo; and
here indeed, on the main floor of Palazzo
Dreher, is the Museo del Caffe, displaying
all manner of coffee memorabilia including
roasters, sieves and a coffee ration
book dating back to 1917. At Caffé San
Marco, another of the city’s historic cafés,
customers sip their coffees at marble-top
tables. A word of warning: in order to get
the brew you want, you need to know your
special Trieste names: nero (espresso),
capo (macchiato) capo in bi (macchiato
served in a faceted glass).

Triestini consume 10 kilograms of
coffee per person every year (the average
Italian imbibes just over half as much).
They like their Arabica subtle and silky
- not the blunter, cruder tones of the
Robusta bean you're likely to encounter
in the big-brand global chains.

And that, truly, is the taste of Trieste.

For travellers, there are bigger, brasher,
bolder flavours in Italy and beyond.
But for connoisseurs - of art, writing,
architecture, Europe and coffee - there
is nowhere like it.

illy coffee is served in Cathay Pacific lounges
at Hong Kong International Airport and
onboard in first and business class

On the waterfront
Goods from around
the world still come
through Trieste’s port
(left) - including the
coffee beans that
fuel the city’s
numerous cafés
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DISCOVER COFFEE
Find A Small Section of the World in TV
(documentary) on the interactive menu

2% 35 00 o
BELDBES FMEE (LA NEE
(A Small Section of the World)

DISCOVERY



