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Dear Friends, 

 

Greetings from Italy!  As usual I have brought these greetings back with me instead of 

sending them from the field, as I had no laptop with me and there was always more Italy 

coming.  But I am now safely home, and here is my electronic postcard.  Read it in Print 

Layout View, or some of the pictures may not show. 

 

I arrived at the Florence airport on October 1.  I had reserved a car and planned to drive 

by scenic mountain roads to my first stop in San Marino, not visiting Florence at all until 

the end of the trip.  I thought it would be a pleasant jaunt through some of the most 

beautiful countryside in the world.  But I didnôt get to Florence until mid-afternoon.  

Then I had to spend an hour convincing Thrifty Rent-a-Car that while I did not really 

mind the 20 dents in the car they wanted to give me (up from the 14 they first admitted 

to), I would not accept a car with a busted tail-light that made it illegal to operate.  And 

when I was finally able to pull onto the Autostrada (to bypass Florence), I headed off 

confidently at high speed in the wrong direction.   

 

So by the time I got onto my first scenic mountain road, the shadows were lengthening.  I 

was right about the beauty part ï the most romantic Tuscan hillsides, valleys of oak and 

olive, hayfields and vineyards, stone villages and icy rushing brooks, greens and browns 

and yellows.   

 

 

But I was wrong about how long it would 

take to drive to San Marino on those roads.  

Mountain switchbacks kept me to 20 mph.  

Unmapped dead ends required going back 

over miles already traveled.  The sun went 

down and so did my blood sugar.  The 

moon went up and so did my exhaustion 

level.  I had been traveling for 20 hours 
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before I even started to drive, so I began to feel as if I were competing in some insane 

biathlon, flying first and then driving.  I couldnôt even get onto the Autostrada now 

because I couldnôt find it ï it wasnôt on my map (it was on another sheet which I didnôt 

have with me).  Finally, near midnight, I made it to San Marino, my base for the first part 

of the trip. 

 

The most important thing about San Marino is that it is not Italy but an independent 

republic, by far the oldest in the world, dating its founding (who knows how accurately) 

to 301 AD.  Although only about the size of Manhattan Island, San Marino is a member of 

the United Nations.  They install a new pair of leaders, called Captains-General, in a 

colorful ceremony twice a year, including one the day before my midnight arrival.  This 

kind of thing is catnip to me, as a boundary fan, and if I had known about the ceremony I 

would have arrived a day earlier and seen the show.  As you enter the Republic there is a 

banner across the road reading BENVENUTI NELLôANTICA TERRA DELLA LIBERTÀ 

[Welcome to the Ancient Land of Liberty].  When he conquered Italy, Napoleon decided 

to leave San Marino independent and unmolested.  So did Garibaldi and Mussolini, and I 

felt I could do no less.     

 

San Marino is set very dramatically on a mountain called Mount Titano, which rises from 

the surrounding plain like a Utah reef.  The city is on top (its signature three fortress 



 3 

towers shown above in idealized form on its flag), but there are other towns also, called 

castelli [castles].  San Marino City is a steep place of stone streets that seem to go up in 

both directions like an Escher print, a great place to be if youôre an antelope but 

somewhat strenuous for a portly gentleman with a touch of gout. 

 

Nevertheless I explored San Marino pretty thoroughly.  I visited the Palazzo Civico, 

where the government meets under the protection of the Guardians of the Fortress 

[Guardia de la Rocca] in their 

Ruritanian red and green uniforms 

(right).  I took the cable car down 

the mountain to Borgo Maggiore.  

I had lunch high above the plain, 

where you could see as far as the 

sea.  I trudged up the hilly streets 

and back down them again, when 

I could find any going down, 

crammed though they were with 

shops offering tourists the same 

small selection of identical 

gimcrack souvenirs.  It has to be 

said that the views and the quirk 

of sovereignty are the main attractions of the place ï an enclave with sovereignty but no 

bookstores has a limited appeal after a while.   

 

But I was only there for a limited stay, so it was all right.  And it was fun to be there, and 

a good base from which to explore the surrounding hills and hill towns.  I drove a lot 

through the mountains and valleys ï as much as Iôve traveled I canôt think of anyplace 

quite as beautiful and romantic, wild and tamed at the same time.  Deep colors, hills in 

tiers that will not quit, olive and grape and plowed fields at 45¯ angles, peaks and 

peaklets in astounding shapes, a patchwork of cliffs and pastures and woods and waste 

and gullies.  It is beyond Krazy Kat.  The hills look (unsurprisingly) like the background 

scenes in Italian Renaissance paintings.   

 

I visited nearby San Leo, where a stout fortress perches on top of a mountain like the Ark 

on Ararat (below left), and the old Roman seaside town of Rimini, with its evil-looking 
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castle (above right), and dipped my tootsies in the Adriatic Sea.  At Urbino (left), another 

antelope city once the site of a brilliant 

Renaissance court; most of the 

furnishings and decorations are gone 

from the Ducal Palace, but the famous 

studiolo (the dukeôs study paneled with 

inlaid trompe-lôoeil shelves and cabinets) 

is still there (see below), similar to the 

one from Gubbio now in the 

Metropolitan Museum in New York. 

 

  

 

 

And then it was time to move on to Ravenna.  Ravenna was the capital of Italy from the 

beginning of the fifth century, after Rome became indefensible; later it was the capital of 

barbarian Italian kingdoms.  Theodoric the Goth, who succeeded the Roman emperors in 

the west, was buried there in a huge stone mausoleum.  Ravenna was also the center of 

Byzantine power in Italy during the unfortunate attempted imperial reconquest begun by 

Justinian.  By the end of Late Antiquity the best was over for Ravenna, but the mosaics in 

the churches (the ones Charlemagne did not loot with the Popeôs connivance) still remain 

as one of the official wonders of the world.  Unlike many such wonders, they really live 

up to their reputation, and I spent several days going from one to another.  Below are a 

starry field, from an imperial mausoleum, and a portrait of the Empress Theodora, from 

San Vitale.  There are lots of other sights in Ravenna, too, including the tomb where 
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Dante was laid in 1321.  [Why was Dante buried in Ravenna?  They had to do it; he was 

dead, you see.  Very old joke.] 
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It was in Ravenna that I made the startling discovery that I could speak Italian.  Not well, 

of course, and without knowing a lot of the vocabulary or most of the complicated 

inflected verb forms, but enough to manage.  For example, San Vitale stands in a sort of 

park, with the exit gate near a pleasant café, and I liked to have lunch at this café and then 

sit on a bench just inside the gate.  But you canôt enter without a ticket, and I had already 

used my ticket.  How to ask the guard to let me in?  I pulled my socks up around my ears 

and said Per piacere, signor, ho anche visitato la chiesa, ma ora vorrei solamente sedere 

in quello banco la [Please, sir, I have already visited the church, but now I would like just 

to sit on that bench over there].  Iôm sure my Italophone friends can see the errors in this 

little speech, but it was all I needed, and no one could have been more surprised than I to 

hear myself say it.  In Italy my Italian sort of grew by itself, like those toys that expand to 

ten times their original size when placed in water.  Now it is drying out again. 

 

The Italians werenôt surprised to hear me speak Italian, and would always reply in rapid 

Italian themselves.  Of course I couldnôt understand rapid Italian, so I would have to say 

per favore, pu¸ parla pi½ adagio, io sono unô straniero [please, can you speak more 

slowly, I am a foreigner].  At the start I sometimes said andante instead of adagio, which 

confused people.  It amused me that I would have to tell an Italian that I was a foreigner.  

But after the first week I spoke Italian almost all the time, except in my hotel and 

sometimes even there.  I found I could read it a lot better than I could speak it, and could 

read brochures and museum labels and public notices and the like without much 

difficulty.  As with Portuguese, if you squint just right and make certain substitutions, 

Italian words turn into English words ï oggetti (with a soft g), for example, for objects ï 

or at least into related words such as distintivi for insignia.  Even a terrifying word like 

pedonalizzazione, with its three menacing zôs, swims into focus as footliness-ization ï it 

means changing an area into a pedestrian zone, as they were doing with the Cathedral 

Square in Florence, according the notices at bus stops explaining why the routes were 

changing.  I probably cannot speak Italian any longer now that I am home, but it was very 

convenient to be suddenly able to do it there.  Thank you, Lord Ghannescia!  Thou 

anointest my head with extra virgin Italian olive oil; my cup runneth over. 

 

I had planned to made some side trips from Ravenna, but found enough to do and see in 

the city that I didnôt want to leave, and also I had injured my foot somewhat and preferred 

not to drive.  So I parked my car next to the hotel and did not move it until I left for 

Ferrara, and in Ferrara I did the same until I was ready to leave for Florence.  I really 

didnôt need the car after I got out of the hills ï Ravenna and Ferrara are flat as a pool 

table and people get around on bicycles ï and I certainly didnôt need or want to drive in 

the cities.  But there was no way to get rid of it, because I had to return it at the Amerigo 

Vespucci (!) Airport in Florence.  I got from city to city on the Autostrade, which are 

terrific roads except for the Italian habit of zooming at 90 miles an hour to within an inch 

of your back bumper and then hovering there honking angrily.  Personal space is a 

concept unknown on Italian highways, but when I turned on my flashers the tailgaters 




