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I love Americans!

I love Americans!

I hate Americans!

I hate Americans!

--Venetian folk song

The first few paragraphs are an attempt to rewrite all the notes upon return. I abandoned

this as too time-consuming and decided that the effort would not be worth the end result.

After that I just copied the notes with a few minor changes in punctuation and a few other

things. Nothing important. It was written on trains and in a rooms in various places in Italy

at night. The writing might be cosi-cosi for it but the purpose is still served. It helps me

remember Italy.

AMSTERDAM

We landed in Amsterdam. Getting through customs was a cakewalk. It took us a minute

or two to figure out how and which train to catch. We almost got off at the wrong stop,

don't remember how we almost fouled that up, but no matter, some kind soul stopped us

from disembarking at the wrong place.

Amsterdam is a little on the grimy side, at least what we saw. It just isn't very pretty.

There are bicycles EVERYWHERE! They are all commuter bikes too in the traditional

European sense, meaning they have chain guards and few speeds. I find this interesting

because it says to me that they are just getting where they need to be. Transportation is

merely functional. It isn't a statement of who they are or something they want to project.

Their bikes all look the same, and they all look old. Most of the people I see in the states

with a bike are riding some kind of a speed racing street bike and wearing hundreds of

dollars worth of racing gear just to get to work. No wonder Europeans think we are rich and

wasteful. Just look at the differences in our bicycle commuters. They buy a workhorse

bicycle that will last for years and get them from point A to point B and ride in their street

clothes. We buy abominably expensive racing bikes with extremely diminished returns at

these upper economic regions and dress up in silly and expensive gear that has advertising

all over it to do the same thing. For the record my bike is a relatively expensive hybrid and

I just wear street clothes. If I could do it again though, I probably would buy a road bike.

Though I would never wear those silly clothes. I don't understand that at all.

We found an open coffee shop (that didn't sell dope) and ordered two cappuccinos. Our

server was clearly new. She didn't seem to know what she was doing at all. She didn't

even seem comfortable carrying the coffees. We ordered and she disappeared behind a



door for about 1 solitary second and came back with two drinks. I guess they were

cappuccinos. She made no noise. It's like she just stepped back there and picked them up

off a counter of pre-made drinks and came back out. Weird. Then she opened up a bag

and dropped a small dollop of what looked like Nestea flakes on top. I think it was

supposed to be cocoa powder or cinnamon since it was bitter. Hell I don't know, maybe it

was Nestea flakes. There isn't a lot you can do in these situations. Besides, it's an

experience. Imagine an Italian getting a cappuccino in America. It's not going to be at all

what they are used to (as Leslie and I well know now). They can complain all they want but

it won't change the fact that cappuccinos are different in the US than Italy. We weren't

armed yet with this knowledge that cappuccinos can differ from country to country, but we

aren't dumb and suspected as much. Mostly though we just wanted to be polite in this new

country. Plus there was a language barrier.

When this poor brand new coffee house girl tried to ring up our coffees the register

started to fall off the counter onto her side. I went to pull the register toward me to

stabilize it on it's perch. then I thought, "Oh my God, it must look like I'm trying to steal

the cash register!"

We drank our coffees and used the WC.

****** The following is simply copied from the notebooks ******

5-18-08 (SUN)

Went to Anne Frank House this morning. Incredibly, there was no line. We weren't even

sure we were in the right place until we asked. It's Sunday morning about 10am. By the

time we left there was a long line. I couldn't go up into the attic and see out the window.

We stood at the bottom of the ladder leading up to the attic and I remarked to Leslie,

"That's where that sweet little girl thought she fell in love for the first time." This statement

sort of ignores the young man she claimed to be truly in love with. On the way out Leslie

surprised me with a postcard of the attic window.

We bought a coffee in Amsterdam. The register started to fall off the counter when she

rang it up. I went to pull the register toward me to stabilize it on it's perch - then I

thought- It must look like I'm trying to steal the cash register.

I slept for maybe an hour on the tarmac at Schiphol Airport. This is all the sleep I got on

the journey.

VENICE

Our plane was delayed leaving Amsterdam due to rainfall in Venice. What a big drag.

The mood of sad acceptance continued regarding the weather situation we knew we were

facing in Venice. Eventually we landed and figured out how to obtain transportation via a



water taxi from Marco Polo airport to Venice Island. The Water Taxi was 95 Euro for all four

of us. Ironically this is cheaper than paying 25E/person from the slower water bus.

Magically, as we were on the water taxi to Venice, a twenty minute journey, the Sun shone

through, clouds dissipated, the rain subsided, and the day became bella.

BRAVISSIMO!

We rejoiced on the boat. Getting on and off the water taxi is treacherous for older

people. One must step from the boat to the dock. The water taxi dropped us off at St.

Mark's Square, which is a beautiful place, but our stop should have been Rialto Bridge. I

think the water taxi people were a little embarrassed at their mistake but didn't admit their

embarrassment or their mistake. However their body language belied their words. "Oh! It

is just over this way!" He said. His body language said, "Get away we screwed up and don't

want to have to take you on the taxi."

Davide from Casa Cosmo met us upon phone call at the Rialto Bridge and escorted us to

our rooms. Casa Cosmo was excellent. Great accommodations. The patio was lacking a

view The only view was of some poor guy one floor down across the alley in his office. If I

leaned over the railing and looked to the left I could see a small canal down the alley.

We got advice from Davide for a dinner place. He advised two places: 1) Pinto and 2)

Osteria Sora Al Ponte. To get to either one we just needed to go to the Rialto Bridge, cross

it, and walk straight. We went to the one on the ponte. It was great. A had spaghetti with

clams,mussels, shrimp, and more. We also had seafood appetizers and salads. The waiter

was a hoot. He did the body language thing shaking his hand and forearm by his left

shoulder using his right hand to indicate emphasis. After the meal upon our exit he kissed

Nancy on both cheeks. He was a lot of fun. Then we slept!

The next morning we had great sandwiches and cappuccino's then went down to St.

Mark's Square. We went through the Carrera museum (OK) then St. Mark's Basilica, a must

see. The Basilica is free. It's 4E to go to the loggia (balcony and terrace). This is the best

4E we spent in Venice. Great view over the square. Inside the basilica are the walls, solidly

covered with mosaics, wall to wall to ceiling mosaics. There is a great old double bass in a

case upstairs with only 3 strings. This is the correct number as there are only 3 tuning

keys. I also liked a mosaic upstairs of John the Baptist in rags receiving vestments.





Next was the Doge's palace. It's OK but worth it for the great hall and the giant oil

painting. My back hurt. The Bridge of Sighs and prison cells were worth seeing. After this

we split up and Leslie and Nancy went museuming while Dad and I roamed. We tried hard

to get lost by ignoring all signs or simply going the wrong way. We found it difficult to get

lost in Venice. We accidented upon the train station and bought us all train tickets to

Florence. I walked into a cafe and said, "Uno espresso por favore." The espresso here is

fantastic. The cappuccino's here are fantastic too. They come in small cups with frothy

milk rather than a big 12oz cup which is ridiculous and tastes like a milk (plus it's rarely

frothy).

For dinner we went to Pinto. Cosi cosi. Not very good, very disappointing. You can get

bad food in Italy. I decided on ravioli after the waiter, who was not very good, or at least

having a bad night, steered me away from pizza saying, "The basil is frozen". I noticed

there was basil on our pasta but our waiter was silent about that. "Basil is for Napoli. Here

you get seafood." Whattayagonnado?

On Tuesday we got up and went for coffee and sandwiches. Hugely overpriced by the

Rialto Bridge; 3.50E/coffee, 4.50E/sandwich. Cappuccinos the day before in a different area

were 1.80E. At the train station an espresso was 90 cents! We jumped onto a vaporetto to

the Accademia. The museum was OK.

I really liked the painting "The Stealing of St. Mark's Body":



I've noticed a strain of "fantasy" painting. Stuff with planets and so forth rising on the

horizon. These paintings are from the 1400's or 1500's. It's funny because I associate

them with 1970's Heavy Metal magazine fantasy art, the kind you would find painted on the
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side of a van when I was a kid. Clearly the artists at Heavy Metal magazine had an

influence I never would have guessed at age 13. They certainly didn't invent the style from

scratch. No one does.

We are now on a train to Florence. Our seats aren't all at the same table but we

switched with some others. This caused a little confusion but it was soon resolved. Nancy

said something like, "It was a bit of an Italian dusting." I didn't understand this but didn't

ask for clarification.

Venice is fascinating for a while but upon even light scrutiny the facade becomes

luminescent. I was standing on the Rialto Bridge when the realization struck me. It was

somewhat epiphanic. This is all a ruse. We all know it. We all know it's the tourist industry

$$$ that mans the oar of the gondola. We all know it's a Disney theme park (there actually

is a Disney store in Venice). But knowing and understanding aren't always one in the

same. If this understanding comes to you then Venice seems a little silly, though not

completely. It is backed by history and reason and therefore holds some validity. However,

it is no longer genuine in the least. In the end, I admit, there is still nothing like Venice.

Like the Venetian man who sang our introduction to Italy, "I love Americans, I hate

Americans", I feel two ways about Venice; It's wonderful and it's a ridiculous cultural

sham.



The old world mentality and gondolomania are ridiculous and phony but the city itself is

real and a sight to behold. Unlike Disneyland, Venice is made of bricks hundreds of years

old, not plastic. Sun 18 Venice 1/2 day. Monday 19 Venice. Tue 20 Venice and leave for

Florence. Wed 21. Thur 22. Fri 23.

FLORENCE (arrival Tue 5/20. Wed 5/21)

We left Florence for the Cinque Terre, stopped in Pisa for, basically, photo ops. Florence

was a great town to visit. The crowds were large but manageable. We rolled into town on

the train. As we walked along the platform I said to Leslie, "I don't see what's so great

about this place", a joke because train platforms are generally unattractive and free from all

beautification. Dad and I paused at the informazione kiosk for information about our next

ride to Vernazza in a few days (I'm on that train now as I write this) while Leslie and Nancy

proceeded forth to the B&B as there were il bagno needs. After garnering schedule info and

tickets to our next destination we left the stazione and walked out armed with a xeroxed

map and typed directions to the B&B. Oh, modern convenience.



After a few seconds we figured out our orientation on the map and started walking. We

got slightly jumbled in our directions once but never altered our course, just wondered for a

moment if we were on the right track.

The Duomo was right on our path to the B&B. We couldn't help ourselves and paused to

take pictures. Then we proceeded on our way. We found the B&B without trouble, "Non c'e

un problema!" We went into the B&B. The owner said or did something to which I replied

"Grazie!" He asked if I had been getting much practice developing my Italian. I stood there

unable to think of anything in Italian to say and could only say, "How do you say, 'A little

bit?'" He complimented me on my pronunciation. Points for me.

Nancy had bad feet at this point. Leslie said she had huge blisters the size of golf balls.

Perhaps an exaggeration but nevertheless blisters are blisters and they hurt, small or large.

Dad, Leslie and I went for a stroll. We're in Italy now so we don't walk, we stroll. I don't

remember the stroll too well but we must have walked to the Duomo. I know we went to

Piazza della Signora because "The Rape of the Sabine Woman" was under an eave. Not

really an eave but it was covered and I went up there for a picture. I stood on a wall and

the carabiniere whistled at me to get down. But we got the photo, heh heh heh. It's a

dramatic sculpture with endless dramatic angles.



We went to dinner that night, after I napped for an hour, at Birreria Centrale just

downstairs and across the alley from our lodgings. Our host told us the meat in Tuscany is

a source of pride, or something like that. They like their beef around here and they like it

rare. I ordered the Filet Mignon well-done, a travesty even in America, but my gamble was

that they would under cook it and it would arrive medium or mid-well at most. I never

really expected it well done. And boy did I ever not get it well done. It was very rare. It

was a bloody stump. Sent it back and it came out again just as raw. Sent it back again and

it returned medium-well. Perfect! Or it would have been if it hadn't been carved into

several times and drained of all its juices on the grill that way. The meal was a flop for me.

Terrible. Nancy didn't care for hers much either, or else she was sympathizing. All in all I

think it was less than satisfactory for all involved. Leslie tried to follow the "rules" of dining

by ordering antipasti, pasta, a dish, then salad. They forgot her salad and tried to claim

they didn't bring it on purpose. It didn't matter as she was full. The chocolate and pear



dessert was merely OK. It was recommended by our host who, apparently, does not share

the same tastes as us (or at least me). Our waitress didn't even offer it as a dessert and

we had to ask about it. In case it's not clear I don't like this place.

The day of our marathon tours was now upon us. Our walking tour of Florence was

pretty good, not outstanding, but pretty good. They don't let you use video cameras which

is a drag. You have to go back to the places after the tour if you want video. A minor

complaint really, everything is pretty close. The tour company is Artviva.

We had to hurry for lunch. Nancy pulled one of those moves that annoys Leslie. She sat

in a chair at a cafe outdoors and announced she was eating here. It was only a table for

two but the staff moved another table over which was originally outside the dining area, put

a tablecloth on it, and presto! Lunch for quattro. Gotta hand it to Nancy, it worked out.

We had orange Fantas. I got pizza. It was cosi cosi tourist food. The Fanta was 6E by

itself but the food was a normal price. I think Nancy sat down and made the executive

decision to eat there because her feet hurt. Alas, apart from the first night in Venice, still

no outstanding food in Italy.

Nancy now begged off the tours and exchanged for later days. Her feet must have been

a mess. She even bought better, more sensible shoes in Florence than the sandals she had

on. These are walking cities on pavement and cobblestones, not soft trails. Next tour, the

Uffizi! Bravissimo!

Loved it. Same tour company, different guide, but I'm not sure that mattered. Our

previous guide was fine she just had no Botticelli's on her tour to show us. The Uffizi can't

be missed. "The Birth of Venus" and "Venus in the Spring" (or "La Primavera") cannot be

missed. The commentary we received was very good.

Classical art was forgotten. The ability to paint/draw in 3 dimensions was lost. The

Renaissance brought this back. For a while religious art, which is all that was created, was

dictated by the church. The colors used and depiction styles were regulated so that people

(who could not read) would always know what they were looking at. The regulation and

uniformity made it all instantly recognizable. During the Renaissance artists learned the

classical styles which were realistic. However, the thought existed that God is beauty and

therefore beauty was divine. To draw something beautiful was to draw a reflection of God

and wasn't true beauty (it's a reflection). Botticelli purposefully did things wrong

anatomically in "The Birth of Venus" with the thought in mind that a realistic portrayal of

beauty was merely a reflection of the divine. [Here I am a little lost and could not recall

exactly what our guide said but I think it was something like: Since the art represents the

divine there is no need for earthly encumbrances like anatomy. Hence Venus' neck is out of

whack]. I can't tie it all together as clear as it was for me on the tour. In any case

Botticelli knew it couldn't actually be divine because it's on this world. He was free to morph

it, change the anatomy to depict the beautiful lines rather than proper anatomy. And why



not? If beauty is a reflection of the divine then it isn't held to our limitations. Judge for

yourself.

We left the Uffizi and I drank a bottle of water as we ran to our next tour. I was totally

parched.

DAVID

Undeniably a masterpiece. A must see. His hand is enlarged merely due to the

perspective it was intended to be viewed from, below. Viewed way up high from below it

would appear normal. People realized it was a masterpiece and put it in the Piazza della

Signoria. It is now in a museum built especially for it. The idea about the hand

representing the right hand of God came later, there was no intention of this.

Next we went to Vivole for the best gelato I've ever had. It came recommended by our

host. His opinion aligned with mine on this matter. I even spent 40 cents extra for a round

hollow cookie to jab into my gelato.

Next we went by the Duomo again to check the times the dome was open. It was still

open for 45 more minutes and there was, miraculously, no line. The line earlier was

extraordinarily long. We climbed up in a few minutes (460 steps). No one else around save
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maybe a dozen people. we enjoyed the view until asked to leave. It was pretty much

perfect.

Then we came down and went for Nancy and our best meal yet...

4Leoni : This place is next to Godliness. It's like a Botticelli, in the image of the divine. I

had something called Crespella that the waitress likened to Canilonni. Leslie had a pasta

filled with something that seemed to resemble potatoes, sort of gnocchi-ish, but I don't

know what it was. At the center of each and every wrapped up ravioli-ish noodle was a

succulent juicy bite of pear that topped every bite off with an exquisite finish. Nancy had

spaghetti with cod that was, for me, too fish-o. Dad had spaghetti in meat sauce which was

quite good but, poor allergic man, had no cheese whatsoever. MMM this meal. MMM is for

memory. Just dial MMM, for masterpiece.

The waitress was awesome. I'm not saying things happened quickly, they don't really

operate like that over here nor do I desire them to. Not when it comes to Quattro Leoni

anyway.



I enjoyed the use of a few of my sad collection of Italian phrases in here. At the end of

the meal when the waitress asked me how it was I proudly proclaimed "Bravissimo!" to

which she said, I swear, "Gratzi Amore!" with a lilting laugh. Ah, to be loved in Italy.

The fact that we were in the restaurant was a nifty feat in and of itself. First of all we

weren't really looking for it. We were looking for something else because we couldn't

remember where 4Leoni was. Then, surprisingly, we stumbled upon it. Unfortunately there

was a long wait. Perhaps an hour and a half I think. This means we would be seated at

10pm. We hemmed and hawed for a minute but decided to chow (ciao heh heh heh) there

anyway. Leslie went in to tell them and, lo and behold, they had a sudden cancellation and

we were seated 5 minutes later. What a series of fortunate accidents that put us in this

restaurant.

Come just about time for dessert and I looked up at the counter. Worry was upon me.

The girl behind the counter who controlled the dessert was dishing out bowl after bowl of

tiramisu. She emptied an entire pan of it for one table. I nearly cried but, once again, lo

and behold there was another pan and even another after that in a refrigerator. Our

waitress showed me the fridge, opened it, and said to me, "Everyday we fill this up and

every night we sell it all because it is so good."

I need to change the subject but, I'm telling you, this meal may never be equaled. We

left Quatrro Leoni. crossed the Ponte Vecchio, and headed home.

I must mention that our tours on this day were, according to weather.com, supposed to

take place in an unforgiving downpour. The day was served sunny side up. It was

beautiful. The clouds separated for our arrival.

On Thursday the 22nd we got off to a slightly late start. We went to Dante's house which

was a ninety second walk from our place. Honestly it was a little lame. Pretty much a

house with posters on the walls to read. I have a habit of buying books in places that hold

meaning or significance for the book. In a bizarre thwarting of this habit I discovered that

there are no Dante books for sale in the bookstore located in Dante's house and museum.

The church across the street was a big influence on him and the woman, his muse, is buried

there. I saw her tomb. There was a young man playing guitar outside Dante's house. He

was pretty good and seemed to be there for more than busking reasons. He seemed to be

glad to play in front of Dante's house. It was his thing. He conveyed passion and purpose

with his presence.

Then we went to Santa Croce Church and saw Michelangelo's tomb as well as Galileo

Galile and Machiavelli, plus someone else who will hopefully forgive me for I cannot

remember who it was. Bad tourist. Worse amateur Renaissance historian.



Dad and I bought sandwiches while Nancy secreted a Fanta Orange to me and we headed

for the train station. We had to stop at the B&B for our luggage. Leslie was still inside

when Dad and I had to roll away to make the train To...

THE CINQUE TERRE

When we got to the train station I turned around for one more look at Florence. Clearly

visible was the bell tower of the Duomo. We could have simply looked up when originally

arriving at the station to gain our orientation and find our way to the Duomo. Of course we

didn't know this and furthermore we could not have been certain it was the Duomo

anyway. Once you get to it however it is unmistakably THE DUOMO. It's magnificent.

We switched trains in Pisa. We engineered the journey like this in order to allow us the

opportunity to see the tower. the Campo Dei Miricale it is called. We bought bus tickets for

95 cents and rode the bus to the tower. We took our pictures and on a return bus still

within the window of time allowed using our original bus tickets (good for 60 minutes).

Then we were back at the station for the next leg of our journey to La Spezia. When we

were standing at the bus stop waiting to go back to the train station I, wisely if you ask me,

decided to double check my information and make sure we were on the correct side of the

street to catch the bus in the direction we wanted to go. I said something about checking

the book. Dad said something back to me and somehow it got confused into Dad thinking I

was saying we were on the wrong side of the street. He started walking off to cross the

street. I sort of looked after him, a bit gape-jawed that he was walking away before I could

check the information. Time was a factor here so instead of looking in the book while Dad

walked away I just asked the closest person. I said, "Is the way to get to the train

station?" They kind of laughed and said yes. Then I had to get Dad's attention since he

was still walking away. Dad reprimanded me and said I hadn't been very clear. The person

whom I had asked for advice was on my side. I received a sympathetic look for having to

trot around with this dotty old man. :)



It was POURING down rain in La Spezia and the platform was uncovered. Damn, our

part of the trip intended to be spent completely outdoors begins with torrential rain.

And lo, out the windows of the train was the ocean, the Mediterranean Technically a sea

(must look up the origin of that name). When we arrived in Vernazza the rain had stopped.

Blue sky pie. Miricali Day! The trip seems to take place in a Campo Dei Miricali. Rain

threatened by the weather gurus keeps subsiding upon our arrival. So far anyway. The trip

still has a week to go.

We arrived in Vernazza and were instantly charmed. It's a wonderful place to see and an

even more wonderful place to to be. We made reservations for dinner and climbed to the

top of the castle (for 1.50E). Dinner was pretty good. Pesto Lasagna for me and fried

seafood for Pop, poor allergic man. It's the first restaurant in Rick's guidebook.



Someone yelled for a few hours in the piazza in the middle of the night. We sort of

screwed up deciding on a place to stay. It's noise central overlooking the main piazza.

Stupid, didn't think that one through. It's 11pm as I write this and the party is in full swing

out here with no sign of slowing. If I lived here I would hate it.

Cinque Terre day two (5/23). We got up and Dad wanted to have eggs at a place he

spied the day before. We went, it was fine. Every time the waitress set something down

before us she said "wha-la". I wonder if it has something to do with French "Viola"?

There's a woman here who shows off her baby all day long. She strolls the town's main

street with her baby in a stroller. It's a short walk so she has to stop often to chat in order

to make it last.

Yesterday when we arrived and were up on the castle there was a dark haired girl with a

giant camera. She was with her parents. We saw them a little later in the town and she

remarked that we were imitating each others steps. Then today we passed her and her

folks on the hiking trail. We laughed.



The hikes were pretty easy. A bit of climbing and descending but nothing tremendous

(these were the lower trails). I found the entrance to Guvano beach (the nude beach) and

dammit it was closed and locked. We hiked all the way from Vernazza to Riomaggiore and

had lunch. Pesto spaghetti for me and spaghetti and meat sauce for pop.

I had to use the WC in Manarolla but there was no TP. I ended up buying an espresso

that I didn't really want just to use theirs. Thank God they had TP. It's important details

such as this that make me glad I kept a journal. There are lots of Americans here.

Germans carry hiking poles for these easy walks.

After lunch we decided to take the train back to Vernazza, get ready for a swim, train it

to Monterossa, and have a dip. The train went non-stop to Monterosso. We got off, looked,

and trained it back to Vernazza. Then we disembarked and boom; There was a note from

Leslie. She wasn't meeting us. My heart sank. I hope she isn't mad because Pop and I had

to high-tail it to the train station in Florence without a proper goodbye. This hangs over my

head a bit but hopefully she just wants to visit mano y mano with her mamma.

We went to catch the train to Monterossa. These things are supposed to run frequently,

sometimes every ten minutes. It was 45 minutes late. Chingow! Annoying. I knew they

were dependably late but 45 minutes! However it was a good swim and we were both glad

for that.



Dinner was pesto pizza, cosi cosi. Forgettable. We hemmed and hawed about dessert,

actually sitting down at a place with a 3E/person cover charge and then getting up and

leaving. Just not worth it. Eventually we sat down at a place where Dad got Apple pie and

I had terra cotta (can't remember the name) {panna cotta}. It was a custard dish with

chocolate sauce. I could have had strawberry or caramel but when I looked at the menu I

thought it came with all three. Oh look! It's this terra cotta stuff with chocolate, strawberry

and caramel! Idiot.

The interesting thing about dessert is that Rick Steves walked by while we were there.

He knew I recognized him so I said, "How you doing?" (No, not like Joey). He made some

sort of response, "Good, how are you?" Or something of that ilk. He was with his entourage

and they barrelled on. I felt a little silly then I got paranoid that I yelled too loud and came

across as an obnoxious American which is dumb. I just called out hello.

Dad is upstairs. Awake, I'm sure. The light is on and my underwear hangs in the

window. It's still loud out here though maybe a little more subdued. He might be reading

the biography of Anne Frank I picked up in Amsterdam. I like buying particular books in



particular places. It adds meaning for me. I'm going up to read more "Lord of the Flies".

That holds no special meaning for me here. I bought it at 1/2 price in Seattle.

We went for eggs and bacon and cappuccino at the same place again. We also sighted

the lady and her baby that she keeps showing off several times, though not at breakfast.

People were talking about Rick Steves. The guy is more famous here than at home. He

can't go anywhere without being stared at. One girl at a nearby table walked away to seek

him out. She came back saying he was having breakfast so she just took his picture.

We hiked to Monterossa. People coming our way were eating lemons. I was curious, so

I asked about them, and was told a man was selling them up the way a bit. Sure enough,

we rounded a corner and there he was. Fifty cents each. Dad had a handful of change that

he couldn't see so I pointed out the fifty cents for him. The vendor wanted more money

and was asking for a Euro. Turns out Dad was trying to buy two lemons so I could have

one. Bit of a misunderstanding. Dad kept asking, "what am I doing wrong?" The man kept

asking for money. I gave him a Euro, and took another lemon from him. That settled it. A

man had said on the trail, "That's the sweetest lemon I EVER tasted." It just tasted sour to

us. Plenty of juice though.

Dad slipped on the trail in his slick tennis shoes and for a second it looked like he might

fall off the trail into a creek bed. A shear drop of about five feet. It could have been pretty

bad. But I think he was just more embarrassed than hurt. After his fall, he chucked his last

lemon wedge away. Apparently his appetite had faded.

We also walked by the Girl with the Big Camera again. I said, "what the hell are you

doing?" And she replied, "You guys better stop following me."

We got to Monterossa and surveyed the town. VERY NICE! Lots of lemon-related things

for sale. I bought Leslie a bar of soap. We had lunch at Il Catello or something like that.

Due insalata di tonno. Then we had a desert at a bakery and an espresso. We took each

other's picture in the bakery.



There was no sun and we were a bit chicken to swim but we eventually got in. This

opportunity may never present itself again. I filmed Dad a bit. We were very glad we

decided to get into the water. It was fun.

Caught a train back to Vernazza. I got a gelato and we hung out on the rocks in the

harbor for a bit just wasting time, or relaxing, however you want to look at it.

We killed some time by hiking up to a church, way up a hill. I made it all the way in

about an hour. I took it slow at first, stopping at a cemetery, but eventually going quickly.

When I finally got to the church it was disappointing. There was a road leading to it and no

real views. I performed the sign of the Cross at a smaller church on the way up and again

at a statue of Joseph(!) holding the baby Jesus. I've never seen that one before, especially

here where it's all about the Virgin. I don't know why I performed the sign of the cross.

What if that really is what you are supposed to do? I don't believe that though. People

assign value to the action. Maybe I felt like assigning value to it. Maybe I just wanted to

try it. Italy seems like a good place to seek a spiritual connection.

Standing up there alone it was very quiet and I was in solitude. That statue of Joseph

was very life-like. I almost expected it to come alive just for me. I couldn't bring myself to

take a picture. I thought, "Some things are just for me." Maybe that's what I really

thought - I don't know - but it also just seemed wrong at the moment to just take a

picture. I stared at it and said, "come into my heart." I think I have these moments where

I'm crazy. Either that or I mean this sincerely but I'm making light of it now so that no one

thinks I'm serious.

Dinner was at the best restaurant in town according to the general opinion as stated in

Rick Steves. I had pesto pasta. It was good, real good, but it was just pesto pasta. Dad

had anchovies, tomato, and potatoes all baked up, which was real good. Dessert was



panna cotta - awesome. Dad had another fruit plate. I think Dad's entree was better than

mine.

The guy to dad's right hated his fish platter. The restaurant brought him another plate,

which he didn't ask for, offering it as a gift because he didn't like his meal. Problem is it

was more fish; anchovies. I think, and I'm fairly certain about this, they stuffed it into a

napkin and shoved it in a pocket to smuggle it out. He didn't want it. We talked briefly and

politely with this group and the ladies on dad's left (my right), who were from Rome.

It's amazing to me that there are people in the world who, when you ask them where

they are from, can honestly and truthfully reply, "Rome."

After dinner we sat on a bench and talked. Dad told me he makes up scenes for movies

to help him get to sleep. Stringing these scenes together to make an entire movie. He told

me one:

A man floating in space, his head on concrete. The concrete are steps. He drops a

step. Another step. He wakes. His point of view. He's alone. No one else. Time

goes by. He opens a door to a house. There's a humming noise. He meets a

woman, but she just isn't right. Doesn't respond to things with the proper

emotions. She leaves the house one day, and he follows. He sees her shadow.

There is another shadow. He approaches. She appears to be conversing. It's a

fifteen-foot creature similar to an ant. He confronts her. She denies it. He

searches about finds these fifteen-foot ant creatures. They spot him and chase. He

escapes. He lives on a farm with a dog, who becomes his best friend. One day the

dog bristles and runs. The man chases after him. It's the ant creatures. He finds

his dog hung up dead in a tree when feels blood falling on him from above. He goes

home and gets his gun. He hunts down and shoots the ant creature. These two

young ant-creature children run up and weep over their father. He feels terrible.

He travels along to town where they have taken over, knocking out some floors of

domiciles to adapt them for their height. He sees an entire community of adults and

children. The woman is there helping to tend to some of the younger ones.

There is some narration in this. The man is writing a diary about it. His life. This

strange phenomenon. His diary ends mid-sentence. All you hear is humming.

This is what my papa does to get to sleep. He writes movies in his head all night. Totally

awesome.

We came into our room above the awful and loud town square. Dad said he hopes it isn't

too loud tonight. I said, "Why don't you write another B movie?" He told me that the other

night, our first night in Vernazza, he envisioned himself going downstairs and kicking the



loud man in the nuts, punching him when he's down, picking him up, carrying him to the

water, and throwing him in. When his girlfriend screamed, he would throw her in too.

There they would be in the water, shut up. I told him my fantasy involved much less

contact. I would shoot from the window without hitting, but scaring them into silence with

the gun I don't have. I actually said this and we laughed. After telling me about this

fantasy, he said, "Do you know what I do to try and get to sleep?" I said, "Imagine

murdering people?" That's when he told me about the ant-creature movie. He said he likes

it because it has no answers and ultimately none of us ever really get any answers.

Had coffee, a banana, and a pastry. We left beautiful, but loud, Vernazza. On the train

to La Spezia I said to dad, "We'll never see the Lady with the Baby again or the Girl with the

Big Camera."

We were walking through La Spezia when I heard, "Hey!" It was the Girl with the Big

Camera above me on the stairs. She said, "You aren't going to Rome, are you?" "No," I

said smiling. "We're going to Tuscany for a few days and then to Rome." I turned and

walked away.

Oh, how I would love to be a little younger and doing this, just a little. It's better this

way. Mystery in lieu of possibility. Sigh...........



Tuscany

We met Leslie and Nancy in Florence at the train station. It was no problem. It was a

short walk to the car rental place. Getting out of Florence was pretty easy. We only hit one

pedestrian.

We had to call our host upon entering Radicofani, as we weren't sure how to find La

Palazzina. He gave us faultless directions and we were soon there. What a paradise! This

place is gorgeous, absolutely gorgeous. The pictures will have to do the talking as my

words will fail to enable the reader to estimate the beauty of this rustic locale. However, I

will attempt to give you a basic understanding of these environs. Olive trees surround the

edifice in straight rows. One can stand amidst these trees and gaze ahead, behind, over-

the-shoulder, or at a forty-five degree angle. It makes no difference: there are straight

lines of olive trees in all directions. There are panoramic views to the side and behind the

building. On the right, just down a very short path, is a beautiful pool. The vistas from the

pool are spectacular.



Nancy traded rooms with Leslie and me. This gave her a larger room and gave us a

view. None of this ended up mattering too much as we, predictably, spent very little time in

our rooms. The most time I spent in the room, other than sleeping, was on the first night

when I did laundry in the sink.

We had a hard time finding our way out of Manciano (I think). When a road turned out

to dead end in a parking lot Dad got so upset he angrily said, "What the fuck!" This was, of

course, after searching for a way out for awhile already. Also, there were numerous other

cars trying to park or turn around in the lot. I could see how aggravating it was. I ended

up taking over the driving and getting us out of town just because pop was frustrated. I

hadn't suffered any of the aggravation so I had a fresh start at the wheel.

Our first day was a wee bit chilly and overcast, but no matter, that pool was calling me.

Dad, Leslie and I went for a swim. Nancy sat beside the pool. It was cold when we got in

and when we got out. It was still fun. It turns out our host was totally charming. The food

was so good we had dinner there all three nights. Night 1 - lamb shank. Night 2 - ? Night

3 - beef steak with lard placed over it for flavor, green beans and eggplant, and gnocchi.



Our hosts went to the market each day for groceries to make the meals. Tuscany was a

great rest. I don't know how much Dad and I needed a rest since we were just off of three

days in the Cinque Terre but we accepted the pace with broad smiles. After all, rest is rest,

and we are on holiday.

Patigliano was our first town and it was a clear winner. It's amazing to look at it from

without as well as within. I became hazy on what we ate, where, but it doesn't matter. We

know now that Tuscan cuisine is red meat and garden vegetables. Pitigliano is where I had

a cheese platter which was just a bad idea for lunch. Everyone else had some kind of pasta

I think and fared much better. It was clearly a family run business.

One funny thing was Dad ordered a gin and tonic at the agriturismo and requested

olives. This seemed a normal expectation at least from our point of view. Bizarrely,

surrounded by olive trees, our kind host searched long and hard, finally coming up with a

two to three year old mostly finished jar of olives.

As I write this we are about to go to sleep. We have one more day in Rome. I think we

can all conclude that our meals in the agriturismo in Tuscany were the best of the whole



trip. The 4Leoni runs a mighty second. It's probably much more truthful to call it a tie.

Our first meal in Venice is a fair third. Nearly everything else is forgettable. Or infamous.

The food in Italy is like anywhere else: you have to find good restaurants. It isn't a slam

dunk. Far from it. I can say, however, that I really like the sandwiches available in all the

delis, even the train stations. Ham, rocket, and fresh mozzarella reign supreme. Stopping

for an espresso and drinking it in a few gulps at the bar is a lot of fun. Best espresso I've

ever had. It has been consistently fantastic everywhere, even in train stations.

Leslie roped me into playing a little piano in the meeting room of the agriturismo. I

couldn't remember much and fumbled through a little Tom Waits and Let It Be. I practiced

some the next afternoon but the opportunity to play did not arise again. The pharmaceutical

salesman who used to be a drummer played Heart and Soul. I might should learn that as a

parlor piece, but I won't. It's a hackneyed old saw. I guess it's sort of B.S. Everybody

learns that in the third grade. When I got a keyboard I told Leslie I wanted to be able to

walk into a room containing a piano and play a song. I failed at that this time because I

hadn't practiced. Damn, it would have been a great opportunity to play a song. As I sat

there practicing I heard the sound of water falling. It was coming through the ceiling and

forming a big puddle in the sitting room. I just kept playing. Somehow I thought this

seemed normal. Leslie came into the room and noticed it. She wasted no time informing

someone of the water which was a good thing because it wasn't supposed to be happening.

I know it sounds dumb but somehow I thought it wasn't out of the ordinary. A little later

while Dad was trying to get olives for his gin Leslie asked Silvio about the leak. Silvio

remarked that someone would be there to fix it. Why worry? Our host, Silvio, was

originally from Venice. He likes the pace of Tuscany. "In Tuscany, there are no problems,

only solutions." Incidentally the leak was caused by a honeymooning couple who drank too

much and left the bathwater on. I think they threw up all night too. I don't know who's

dumber, me or them?

I finished Lord of the Flies last night. Today is Thursday, May 29th. These bits and

pieces really should be written every day, but it's hard to make the time when it's go, go,

go! We're on the plane home now and Leslie is whining as usual. We just watched the

Diving Bell and the Butterfly, which is very sad and very brilliant. We went to a few other

Tuscan hill towns but none matched the grandeur, for such a little place, of Pitigliano.

Another high spot was the under-advertised castle at Radicofani. It was deserted and

great! Dad and I climbed to the top and enjoyed the views.
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Returning the car was pretty easy but there was no time to see Civita. Drag. Instead,

we had about forty-five minutes in Orvieto. It was a bit too big to be charming. I don't

think any of us particularly cared for it, but we did all appreciate the facade of the church.

The train from Orvieto to Roma was easy and cheap: 7.50 Euro per person. How I wish we

had these opportunities in the States! To be able to travel from country to country on mass

transit affordably and efficiently sounds like a dream. Europeans get the best vacations.

Incidentally, when you pee and everything else that happens in the bathroom, you can see

the tracks through the toilet bowl. There are signs saying not to use the toilets at or near

the stations.

Roma

Roma was dreaded by us for its big city mayhem, especially when contrasted with our

recent experience in the peaceful Tuscan countryside and, for Dad and I, the Cinque Terre

before that. We relied about one-third, one-third, and one-third on taxis, metro, and



walking to navigate Roma. We took a cab from La Stazione to the convent where we

stayed. The cab driver forgot to start the meter and had us worried at first. He realized it

midway and was upset with himself for missing half the fare. We paid him extra. I wanted

to immediately go explore. Roma is where Nancy's limited mobility became a little more of

an issue, but we all prevailed together. Leslie, Dad, and I went exploring. We talked to the

Tiber River which was nearby, then wended our way around and came to the Pantheon. I

made a point of watching my Dad's face when we came upon it. He brightened up into a

sort of amazement, much like a little boy would have upon seeing some cherished wonder

like Disney World. Leslie complained of the heat and left us to go home while Dad and I

wound our way back a bit more roundabout in order to walk by some ruins. As it turns out,

the ruins are now doubling as a cat sanctuary. There is a "Cats of Rome" calendar, just as

there is a "Cats of Ancient Greece" calendar.
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Everyone else wanted to eat dinner at the nunnery. I was opposed but eventually

acquiesced. Dinner at the convent was terrible. I complained beforehand that it was going

to be cheap, crappy, boiled boxes of spaghetti in canned sauce. This turned out to be

prophetic since this is exactly what our first course was. It got worse. Much worse. They



next presented us, much to my horrified disbelief, with boiled hot dogs and tomatoes. Oh,

they tried to put the Ritz on the dogs by cutting a little slit in them and stuffing them with

spinach or something . But they were just boiled hot dogs. Last came the salad, which is

the way it's done in Italy. We don't know why it comes last, anymore than we know why

salad comes first in the States. It just is. The salad was the best of the courses. It's hard

to mess that up, though it was the only place I can recall where we got iceberg lettuce.

After this, we left for a night walk which was very good. We went by the Pantheon, Trevi

Fountain, and the Spanish Steps. These last two seem a bit overrated to me. They are

intensely crowded and not nearly as dramatic as the Pantheon. I enjoyed a gelato at the

Fountain. The shop recommended in Rick Steves' book was too crowded. The gelato I got

was fine, a step below Vivoli for sure but fine. We all split a "death by chocolate" treat at

someplace along the walk. The place and the treat were recommended in Steve's book.

Plain old ice cream would have been better.

We had to get back to the convent as we had a tour in the morning of the Coliseum.

Nancy wasn't up for the hike home. In truth, I don't think any of us were and we decided

just to cab it back. We got in the cab and the meter was already 6 Euro. We were skeptical

but this was later confirmed to be normal for a night fare.

COLOSSEUM

This place is an enormous spectacle. How many buildings built today will still be standing

in 1700 years? The steel may be strong but the rest of it? Our guide was maybe a step

above ok. I got the feeling he loved the history but was a bit cynical and wasn't too hot on

giving tours anymore. In fairness, it's hard to be excited about telling people the same

thing everyday for peanuts. I was disappointed that we didn't get better looks at the forum,

wide shots. It was windy while we were there and we were suffering through our first real

encounter with rain. It was a little wet one night in Venice and it sprinkled, barely, on us in

the Cinque Terre once, but this was undeniably rain. I don't want to make it sound too

bad. I don't think it even managed to coat the ground but none of us had brought a rain

jacket. My cheap umbrella got disjointed in the wind and got a hole in it.



I suppose I shouldn't forget to relay that this day started out bad for me. First, I stepped

in dog shit getting in the cab. I was already stressed worrying about getting to the tour on

time. Then I got a footful of dog doo. I got in a squabble with Leslie and yelled. While

waiting for the tour guide to arrive I moved my left arm to point at a metro sign and hit

some girl in her giant Roman schnoz and she started crying and whimpering. I apologized

profusely but have no idea if she understood a word I said. She looked at her nose in a

compact mirror, never made any eye contact with me, and walked away. This just made

me feel even worse. I considered just ditching the tour but hoped it would transform my

mood somehow. This didn't look easy as there was a small crowd staring and half of them

were going to be on the same tour as us.

I apologized to my family for getting angry earlier and little by little things improved.

Maybe the night before when the nuns were gliding about the dining hall serving us items

from their hot dog boil, just maybe, I shouldn't have been trying to make out the cuter

one's forms underneath their habits. Can't be helped. That's just nature. Nuns are like

beautiful lesbians. You can't have them and are therefore more desirable. The element of

chastity probably makes them seem even sexier. Women don't have a choice do they?



Vow chastity and dress up in a giant black and white baggy old potato sack. Nothing

matters. Men still imagine the possibilities, impossible as they are. Seven Hail Mary's.

After the tour there was some confusion about what to do next. This aggravated me as

we stood there debating for 45 minutes. We ended up with no time for anything but to find

lunch somewhere and go to the Borghesi where we had reservations for three pm. Getting

these reservations was practically a miracle. We only called the day before. Lady luck was

on our side a little for that one.

Lunch was pretty good but I only got a sandwich and some curry cous cous or something

on the side. The place got slammed and we cancelled our salads. We didn't want them

anymore anyway. We wanted to make it to the Borghesi on time. A man came in with

dark hair, a dark complexion, very well-dressed, his manner commanded authority, and he

had the most intense look I've ever seen. He looked to me like Satan. His teeth were a

blinding white. He sat next to us.

We made it to the Borghesi. This place is a Baroque lovers dream. I went there

ostensibly to see Apollo Chasing Daphne. It was amazing but I believe I was more taken

away by the Rape of Persephone. both are Bernini sculptures, as is the Trevi Fountain. The

Fountain is a great sculpture but I think it gets extra attention just because water pours out

of it.

Dad liked Bernini's David. He liked the determined look on David's face as he's just

about to let the stone go. Typical Baroque temporal choice. Note that Renaissance David is

more pensive than in action. Michelangelo's David has the stone in his hand. Bernini's

David is in full swing. Donatello's David is pictured after Goliath is slayed. Not sure what

that means in terms of art history.

There was a painting of note in the Borghesi by Giovanni Lanfranco with a giant in it.



Greek Gods become terrifying monsters?

I almost forgot, after the Colosseum and the Borghesi, Dad and I quickly found our way to

a church that has the remains of 4000 Cappuchin Monks decorating about 5 rooms. that

was something else entirely. I considered buying a CD but we got there at nearly closing

time and the person was already shutting down so I left it. Just as well. I would listen to it,

most likely, a half of one time and perhaps never again.

http://docs.google.com/File?id=dhq2g9n3_14drjc7qd7_b
http://docs.google.com/File?id=dhq2g9n3_14drjc7qd7_b


Scan of a postcard

After this Dad and I walked to the Pantheon to meet Leslie and Nancy. We took a few

false turns but got there on time. Leslie and Nancy were sitting at a table by the Pantheon.

Seats like these come at a price. Nancy had a beer and Leslie had a water. When Dad and

I joined them I'm sure there was a cover charge for four.



We went to ___________ for dinner. They shaved the prosciutto right there in the

dining room. What a pity none of us ordered it. I had eggplant Parmesan that was pretty

good. Dad noted that he's been impressed with the table wine in Italy. I think he was

trying to suggest they should just enjoy the table wine but Dad and Nancy ended up sharing

a $30 bottle of wine. Judging from their faces I don't think the bottle at this dinner was very

impressive. It was also more expensive then table wine. We were all dog-tired and went

back to the convent (how often can you say that) for sleep.

Please note that we haven't been starting dinners until eight or nine pm and they last a long

time. Sometimes until midnight, I have to have my dolce you know. Our Rome tours were

at nine am which is early in Roma.

Full day number due in Rome began with another cab ride. This time to Vatican City and

the Sistine Chapel, Michelangelo's masterpiece -- another one. Conspicuously I did not step

in dog excrement this morning. Perhaps it will be a better day! If you spend three seconds

looking at every piece of art in the Vatican Museum it would take you twelve years to

finish. The map room took 60 artists 25 years to complete. The Vatican has art



everywhere. It covers the walls, the floor, the ceiling, and every nook and cranny. It's a

big place which saves it from having a cluttered grandmother's house effect.

Nero's tub is gigantic. It's made out of some kind of material from Egypt that is now

depleted. The value of this tub is estimated to be between 25k-50k/square inch. It's the

size of an above-ground pool. Here was this grand tub, worth billions, and there were

cobwebs hanging off it. It's like your finest china, too nice to ever actually use, all you can

do is file past the china cabinet and look at it.

The Map Room is unbelievable. If you are ever there look at the ceiling. It's a long

hallway decorated every inch of the way. The maps are incredibly accurate especially

considering they drew them by standing on mountaintops. Alas, Sicily on one map,

accurate in every way except one. It's upside down. The tapestry room has a Raphael in

which Jesus' eyes follow you as you walk by . He stares at you until you are out of sight.



At last we came to the Sistine Chapel. There is no photography allowed and silence must

be maintained. Those are the rules and you see and hear them being broken all the time.

The guards periodically "SHHHHH!!" the crowd and call out "Silencio!" It works for a few

minutes. I wonder what is more important; Maintaining the sanctity of the chapel, with

actual silence, or tourist dollars. It seems they have chosen dollars while pretending to

maintain silence. Our guide told us she has seen people take pictures but also told us she

has seen people get their cameras taken away.

The reason for the no photography rule is because Fuji bankrolled a restoration and

garnered the copyrights to the art. It has nothing to do with the flash harming the art. The

ceiling is too far away to be effected by the flash (people never seem to understand this,

ever seen anyone use a flash to take a picture of the moon?). I however could ill-afford to

have my camera confiscated and lose all my Italy pictures. I was bothered though. I

wanted my own pictures of the Sistine Chapel. I saw at least a dozen people take pictures,

some bravely and brazenly (or stupidly). I took my camera out, certain that I, among all

those in the mob, was being watched. If anyone really was watching I probably looked

totally suspicious since I was trying to secretly remove my camera while trying to look



natural. There's no way around it, I'm doing something I'm not supposed to be doing so I

therefore fell, and consequently look, suspicious. But seriously, I don't know how loyal the

guards are to the Fuji company. Not very, apparently, judging by the numbers of flashbulbs

I saw trying and failing to reach the ceiling. I got my camera out and surreptitiously as I

could, without aiming or knowing what was in the view, pointed it up toward the ceiling.

The camera was low in my hand about chest level. I couldn't see the viewfinder. I pressed

the button.

Upon closer inspection it's a little blurry, but I got it.



I put the camera away. But then, I was STILL troubles because I wanted a picture of

the Last Judgement. I came all this way, defied the Fuji company, and took a picture of the

ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. I can't pick now to wuss out and not get a picture of the Last

Judgement! It's right in front of me! I moved to take the camera out again. Leslie saw me

pulling the camera out this time and said "You better not get that camera taken away." But

she left me alone. I quickly held it up and just snapped. There was no way of knowing how

these pictures turned out until I got home and saw them on the computers larger screen.

Art like this, the Sistine Chapel, Botticelli, Bernini, these are like the divine. They are the

source. They are IT. Pictures are representations. Photographs are taken in the image of

the divine. They can never equal the divine. Clearly, I am paralleling this argument . It is

entirely true that the Sistine Chapel and The Last Judgement are awe-inspiring.



No wonder so many people consider Michelangelo the greatest artist of all time.

Painting-wise however, I'm still pretty high on the Botticellis. They are, in the grand

scheme of things, no Sistine Chapel. At this point, our last night in Italy, one might think

we would be ready for one last hurrah, an Italian meal done right in a good restaurant. Not

so at all. We were all a bit tired of Italian food and merely went out to a restaurant that

sold various small dishes that you cobble together to make a meal. I got prosciutto and

melon followed by a tonno, green bean, and ________ salad. There was talk about our

table sharing platters family style but I just didn't want anything anybody else was having

so I hoarded my good food like a culinary miser and watched them fumble through their

liver pates. I had to live with my decision when I had to suffer through a cheese plate in

Tuscany. Tuscan pecorino cheese is good, we brought home a giant wheel of it (and wasted

the vast majority of it), but it's tough to eat a plate of cheese for lunch. What was I

thinking?

One of the nuns, Sister Catherine, ordered us a cab for 3am. We also asked her to pose

in pictures with us. She seemed less than excited about this but posed graciously all the

same. We went to bed and all got up 2.5 hours later. Nancy saw us off but stayed. Her



flight was later. Dad, Leslie and I fell into a cab to the airport. The driver asked us, "Which

airport?"

Uh-oh. We didn't know there was more than one. Luckily Dad had a scrap of paper in

his pocket with flight info that betrayed the answer somehow. Alas, we were off.

Prostitutes and teenagers who hadn't gone to bed yet lined the boulevard on the way to the

airport.

After the Vatican I had one thing left on my agenda. I wanted to see the Holy Staircase,

or Scala Sancta. These are, according to tradition, the stairs Jesus Christ ascended in

Pilate's house on the way to trial. They are marble but covered with wood. The wood has

holes in it where, supposedly, Christ's blood is. I find it hard to believe that the marble

never got wet and was never washed in nearly 2000 years. But hey, what do I know?

I was too embarrassed to admit that I wanted to go there. I can see how it would look

like a nut-job's bag. I remember Nancy asking me about my interest in it and I replied that

I like to see people exhibiting reverence, for what is unimportant. When people show

fervent belief in something that is utterly without proof I'm intrigued. I know this has a bad

side. I know people have distaste for this type of thing but I find it interesting. As far as I

can tell most people who hold onto their beliefs do so privately and without evangelism.

Besides, these beliefs need not be religious. I enjoy witnessing strong beliefs. Testify

sister.

I didn't know what I was going to do when I got there. We asked a nun we saw on the

street outside the metro for directions. Nuns are everywhere in Rome. I knew it was a

possibility I might ascend the stairs on my knees but would I be able to do it in front of my

wife and father? Leslie was very supportive. She always is when I display a spiritual need

or bent. She urged me to go ahead and climb. I was a little fearful about making a

spectacle of myself but also knew this was a little silly. No one would know me. We are all

strangers here who will never meet again. We are all at the same place too. We all clearly

have some reason for being here. I doubt seriously that anyone was there to mock others.

Though even if they were that should deter no one. I'm surrounded by others doing the

same thing. Leslie and my Dad wouldn't be judgemental. At least not openly. They

probably don't much care either.

I sometimes have this need to connect with something spiritual. Sometimes a camping

trip is just the thing. But this is Rome. I would just have to do as the Romans do (or at

least the tourists). I spent 2E on a booklet listing the prayer for each of the 28 steps and

ascended, on my knees, the steps that Jesus Christ walked up on trail before Pontius Pilate.

I realize how fantastic this all sounds. I know it's based on things possibly fated for

myth. I know it's strange. Just as strange as any other religious custom or rite. It may all

be a crock. It could be a hoax that went on and on. Now the jokers are long dead and

nobody knows the truth anymore. But religion deals in symbolism. People have decided for

whatever reason that even if these steps aren't authentic they represent those which are

authentic. Beyond that, even if there never was such a man as Jesus Christ, he represents

answers to that which is beyond our understanding. My climb represents my willingness to



participate in the artistry of the soul . By climbing the stairs I became part of the

symbolism by which all life gains access to spiritual knowledge. It may be founded on fear,

hope, or the truth. No one knows. It may be all created out of nothing for nothing. It may

be the way. Who knows.

Consider one other possibility, and I do it with a shudder; What if it is all true and I just

climbed the stairs, on my knees, that Jesus Christ once climbed. What if I was inches away

from his blood? Either way life is a gift. It's from God or it's from physics or it's from

something we have no understanding of. Whatever it is I climbed the stairs to thank

_________ for my gift.

What if you died and went to heaven and St. Peter was there at the pearly gates? "Aw!

You mean this is....Aw! In college they told me this was all bullshit!" --Steve Martin.

It's hard for me to talk about this and make myself understood. People can go overboard

interpreting the religiosity of others. I'm not a walking complex of emotions and thoughts

about this, or maybe I am, depends on what that means. It doesn't matter because it is

essentially private.

When I got to the top there was a little Chapel room to the right. I went in there and

kneeled , like a Catholic, and prayed, or at least attempted to. I'm not as good at it as some

others. Sometimes I'm not even sure what it is. I just sit there and think thoughts.

Sometimes I talk in my head to someone else. I don't like asking for things unless I ask for

the whole world. I say general things like, "Help us through our lives." Somewhat

disconcerting was the gift shop up there. But let's not focus on that too much. Fuji owns

the rights to the imagery in the Sistine Chapel and there is a gift shop at the top of this:



I'm in the white T-shirt and darkish pants.
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Ah, Italy. Beautiful, tourist driven Italy. Some things really give another dimension to

Jesus tearing up the temple because it has became a bartering place.

We have no way of knowing, for sure and unequivocally, what awaits us, if anything. We

may be imprisoned on Earth in ignorance, but we are free to choose our attitude about it.



Whatever truth awaits us, if any. I claim peace on earth, good will toward men, women,

and children.


