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1. Being a united family across the Atlantic

This picture was taken at the beginning of the 20th century (possibly in 1906) and shows my greatgrandfather, my great-grandmother, my grandmother (the elder child, born in 1900) and her sister2.
As stated in the writing below the image, the photograph was taken by L. O. Hauger, a
photographer from Ironwood (Michigan). A 1912 city directory of Ironwood still mentions an Oscar
Hauger, photographer3.Yet my great-grandmother and her daughters had not moved from their
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village in the Italian Alps4 at that time, nor did they move so far away later in their lives5. The only
family member who went to the US was my great-grandfather, Cesare Andreis, who worked some
years there as a miner6. Indeed, if one looks carefully at the photo, it is clear that it is a photo
montage. Through this photographic technique, at that time relatively new, a family of migrants like
that of my great-grandparents re-constructed a unity which had been split by migration: the
technique allowed them to put in touch, so to say, the two borders of the Atlantic, to stitch up the
wound caused by migration and to produce a representation of their family as a united group:
clearly a highly important operation from the symbolic and psychological point of view.
2. I am here, but I am there7
As Rachel Parreñas writes, quoting Glick-Schiller, “in this age of globalization, migrants no longer
inhabit an enclosed space, as their daily practices are situated simultaneously in both sending and
receiving communities of migration (...) As such, they can now be conceived of as ‘transmigrants’
meaning ‘immigrants whose daily lives depend on multiple and constant interconnections across
international borders and whose public identities are configured in relationships to more than one
nation-state’ (Glick-Schiller et al., 1995: 48). This category moves us beyond the long-standing
binary construction of settlement in migration studies that is split between migrants (temporary
settlers) and immigrants (permanent settlers)”8.
Modern techniques – telephones, e-mails, chat-lines, webcams, satellite TVs, etc. – are indeed
crucial to allow someone to carry on with their daily life whilst being simultaneously part of both
sending and receiving communities of migration. As shown by the picture of my greatgrandparents’ family, migrants (or at least some of them9) were quick to understand the potential of
modern techniques. In this paper, however, I will argue that family members were able to keep in
touch and sometimes even to follow the daily life of their kin far away even in the past with far less
developed technical support.
I don’t want to state, obviously, that there is no difference between the past and the present, but
only to show that channels of communication which allowed people to know what happened to their
kin far away and to influence their decision and their lives did exist. While sociologists and social
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scientists may emphasise the novelty of the present (and may be very surprised by the content of
this and other papers presented in our sessions on international families), historians are conscious
that in the past there were members of the same family who lived in different countries and were
able to stay in touch. Yet with my paper I would like to contribute to widening the historical
knowledge of these people and their cultural role, focusing precisely on their ability to stay in
contact with their relatives over the border. Clearly, this does not mean that they were always able
to do so (or interested in doing so).
It might be an exaggeration to say that in early modern times they were “really trans-national”; yet
it also would be an exaggeration to argue that there was nothing similar to trans-national families.
3. “To my dearest and most loved father”
Extraordinary letters addressed to relatives and friends by Roman legionnaires stationed in the
remotest parts of the Roman Empire have survived, and this gives us an idea of how emotions and
information could be communicated over space such a long time ago10. The letters I am going to
analyse are not as old but similarly extraordinary, I think.

“To my dearest and most loved father whom God protect Lorenzo Balduceli from the Bagni dela
Poretta di Capugnano letter by a poor slave in Tripoli, in the land of the Berbers”. This is the
address on a letter sent on 11th October 1674 to his father by Pietro Balducelli, who at that time, as
explained in the address, was a slave in Libya.
In 1671, Pietro had left his village, Bagni della Porretta, on the mountains of peninsular Italy
(Apennines) in search of fortune. He had settled in Livorno (in Tuscany) where he had worked as a
tailor for a while. Thereafter he had enlisted on a Tuscan war ship and had taken part in several
enterprises against the Muslims, being eventually captured and enslaved. In the letter he sent to his
father, he informed him of his disgrace: “my [dear]est father hello, I am informing you with this
letter of my disgrace” (“[Cari]simo mio padre Salve vengo con questo ad avisarvi dela mia
disgratia”). He was a slave in Tripoli, “in the hands of these dogs, with great sufferings, and beating
and little food” (“nele mani di questi cani con travaglio grande e bastonate e poco da mangiare”),
and explained that, were a ransom to be paid, he could be freed. Pietro described his sufferings and
added that only the hope of being freed stopped him from committing suicide. He asked his father
to forgive him if he had caused him sorrow, added pleas for help addressed to his wife, children,
mother, father in law and many others from his village, as well as a particular plea to the priest to
pray for him, that God might give him the patience to bear all that suffering. He also explained to
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his father that he could write back to him through a Jew called Salomone (with no further detail on
him)11. It may seem incredible but this letter actually arrived and about 14 months later Pietro was
back home12.
I don’t want to overemphasise the opportunity, for Christians enslaved by Muslims in early modern
times, to be in touch with their families. In his letter, Pietro mentioned that he had already written
twice to his father and seemingly these letters had not arrived. Yet of the 45 people from the
Bolognese area who, it seems, were enslaved by the Muslims between the 1630s and the end of the
18th century, at least 21 were freed after the payment of a ransom. This does not mean that all of
them were in touch with their families: in early modern times there were religious orders (such as
the Trinitaries13 and the Mercedarians14) and brotherhoods which collected money to ransom
Christians enslaved by the Muslims (such as the Bolognese Brotherhood of Santa Maria della
Neve), and this mainly to prevent them from converting to Islam. Yet many, at least in the cases I
have analysed, were able to be in touch (also) with their families15.
Letters similar to the one I have briefly described here can be found in the archives of those
religious orders or brotherhoods. There is no doubt that the chance of being in touch with one’s
family, friends or co-religionists, to be ransomed and to go back home is a major difference
between Mediterranean and Atlantic slaveries. In fact, in some cases it was precisely the slaves’
masters who encouraged them to get in touch with their families in order to get a ransom.
Being in touch with one’s family was obviously no guarantee of redemption from slavery. From
this point of view, the case of the Bolognese nobleman Andrea Casali is particularly telling.
According to an official version, he was killed in 1604 during the siege of Ostende. Yet a slave
from Algiers always maintained that he was the nobleman: according to his version, in Ostende he
had been blessed (by another Bolognese) and abandoned on the battlefield. The enemies had then
captured him and imprisoned him for five years. Thereafter he had been captured, so he told, by the
Muslims while he was travelling back to Italy on a ship. In spite of several letters he sent to the
Casali family and the fact that a famous painter such as Guido Reni recognised a portrait of him, the
Casalis (who were the heirs of Andrea’s large fortune) never recognised the slave as their kin. In
1634, after 25 years in slavery, the mysterious man from Algiers was redeemed by the
Mercedarians but when he arrived in Italy he was condemned as an impostor and imprisoned. He
died in prison in 1639. It seems likely hat he really was Andrea Casali16.
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4. Lucia “the Moor”
As I mentioned, Christians were particularly worried by the possibility that their enslaved coreligionists would convert to Islam, losing, in this way, their soul for all eternity. In fact, Christians
converting to Islam were not uncommon, particularly in the 16th and early 17th centuries, not least
because enslaved Christians who converted to Islam were freed (this was not always the case with
Muslims who were slaves in Europe and converted to the Christian faith)17. Since the world of the
cross and that of the half moon were represented as two highly opposite and conflicting worlds18,
one would imagine that Christians who left their religion and became “Turks”, to use the language
of the time, inevitably ceased to have any contact with their families on the other side of the
Mediterranean. In fact, this was not always the case. Several cases of “renegades” in touch with
their Christian families have been found, for instance, by Giuliana Boccadamo in her research on
Naples19, but the most striking story is probably that of a man studied by Giovanni Ricci. His
Muslim name was Mami; we don’t know his original Christian name.
Mami was born in Ariano, a little and poor village near Ferrara, in the Po valley, and had enlisted as
a sailor boy on Venetian ships. Shortly after 1600 he was captured by the Muslims and brought to
Tunis, where he converted to Islam. In Tunisia he made a career as a shipowner and, as such, he
also benefited from piracy, even owning Christian slaves, sometimes people born in the same area
where he, too, had been born. Furthermore, he also held an important public office as lieutenant
(kahya) of the dey of Tunis. Surprisingly, his Christian relatives visited him in Tunis: his brother-inlaw (his sister’s husband), who was a sailor, was quite often his guest. Once, even his mother, a
poor peasant from Ariano, visited him and went back home with huge gifts and merchandise to sell.
After her journey to Tunis, she became known in her little village as “Lucia the Moor”!20 Some
converted people from Capri (Naples), such as, for instance, Amato di Capra, who lived in Tunis,
even sent money back home to their families21.
In other words, these people did not cease their contacts with their relatives after their conversion to
Islam; nor – in some cases – did they cease to manage their interests back home: another man from
Ariano, Francesco Guicciardo alias Alì, went to the French Consulate to make a donation to his
sister of all the possessions he had inherited or was to inherit from his father and mother. Other
converted Christians, too, are known to have made notary acts at the French consulate22: both
interests and emotions were likely to climb over the boundaries between the Christian and the
Muslim worlds.
5. Muslim slaves
It is generally assumed that it was more difficult for Muslims enslaved in Christian countries to
keep in touch with their families back home than for Christians enslaved in the Ottoman empire or
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in the North-African kingdoms. This does not mean, however, that it was impossible: walking
through Marseille in the late 16th century, the Italian general Luigi Ferdinando Marsili, once
bumped into a poor slave from a French galley and: surprise! he was a cousin of his former master’s
when he had been a slave in Bosnia. Each evening, the now enslaved Bosnian had been in charge of
tying Marsili’s chains to a pole. The two men embraced each other and the Bosnian told Marsili that
his wife, too, had been enslaved but by then was free and was in Algiers (thus the Bosnian was in
touch with her). Marsili promised to help him and in fact was able (so at least he writes) to obtain
from the French King the Bosnian’s freedom. Once freed, the Bosnian went to Algiers and to
express his gratitude to Marsili, sent him a small sack of dates and a precious handkerchief23.
6. “Open” families
Having a foreign slave among one’s servants meant not only having a captured enemy in one’s
home, but also breaking the unity of one’s family as far as its national and cultural identity were
concerned. In other words, not only did the families of the slaves become international because one
of their members became a slave in a land far away, the families which owned these slaves became
international, too, because they included foreign people (in early modern times servants and slaves
were considered members of their masters’ families).
In fact, it was not only the presence of slaves that had these consequences. For centuries, upper
class families all around Europe hired foreign governesses and tutors to guarantee a good education
to their children, and, in many countries, French cooks, to have their meals prepared according to
the rules of the French highly fashionable cuisine24.
The presence of foreign domestics, particularly governesses, even provoked protests in several
contexts (as distant as 18th-century Germany and 19th- and early 20th-century Turkey), because of
the influence of these foreign women on the national identity of the children they were in charge of
raising. In 18th-century Germany, for instance, families hired a French governess to teach French to
their children, but at the same time there were complaints. As early as 1698 the Pietist German
author August Hermann Francke, for instance, accused the French governesses of encouraging
vanity of the young, teaching them to plaire au monde and transmitting to them only a superficial
culture. Criticism against them grew as long as German nationalism developed and complaints
multiplied that children educated by French governesses were not able to write or even speak
German correctly, that they lost their “original” German character and so on25.
Actually, even today Filipina domestic workers are likely to be chosen because of their good
knowledge of English, which they are expected to teach the children26.
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In other words, because of the presence of foreign domestic workers, households became/become
“internationalised”: they became/become like a frontier where different people kept/keep in touch.
Focusing on this issue allows us to question from quite an unusual point of view the idea of the
family as a private and closed sphere and to suggest that the presence of foreign domestic workers
made/makes the employers’ households quite an “open” field, where exchanges and conflicts
between cultures took/take place. At the same time, because of the migration of some members,
even the domestic worker’s family left at home might/may turn out to be quite “open” to the
penetration of money, objects and ideas “arriving” from the countries where the migrant member
was/is employed27.
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