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Ti voglio tanto bene


When thinking of Tuscany, familiar images immediately appear before the mind’s eye: endless cypress-lined avenues, gently rolling hills, golden wheat fields bathed in the warm evening light. The classic postcard idyll that has attracted visitors from all over the world for decades. But Tuscany has another, wilder, more mysterious side, one that is not found in well-manicured vineyards or picturesque Renaissance cities. A side hidden between the mountains and the sea, where the gentle curves of the landscape give way to rugged cliffs and dense forests of chestnut and oak. This region is different. Here, Tuscany is not golden but green and rocky. The peaks of the Apuan Alps rise sharply into the sky, while to the west, the Ligurian coast stretches out, where the sea glistens in the distance like a promised secret. Lunigiana is a land of castles, medieval villages, and hidden valleys. A region that does not loudly showcase its past but quietly preserves it within its weathered walls. Here, the wind sweeps through abandoned fortresses, ancient springs bubble along pilgrimage routes, while in the trattorias, steaming bowls of pasta and freshly grated pecorino are served. It is an undiscovered Tuscany, one that does not immediately reveal itself to everyone. It has nothing in common with the tourist clichés of Florence or Siena. Those who come here do not find a staged version of Italy but a real one. This book is an invitation. An invitation to get to know Lunigiana—its landscapes, its people, its cuisine and its soul. My stories are meant to inspire you to discover this gem in your own way and create lasting memories. Welcome to Lunigiana, my new home, which I have come to love so deeply.


Lunigiana—I am very fond of you! Ti voglio tanto bene.
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Luni – the sunken city – the origin of Lunigiana


Before Lunigiana existed, before castles crowned the hills and pilgrims travelled through the valleys on the Via Francigena, there was a city that gave this region its name: Luni. Today, Luni is a quiet, almost unremarkable place, but once, it was one of the most important Roman colonies in northern Italy. A city of marble, wealthy, flourishing, and situated directly by the sea. A city visited by emperors, praised by poets and known by merchants around the world. Yet, like so many great places of antiquity, it slowly sank into oblivion. Its stones were plundered, its history buried beneath layers of earth. And yet, its name lives on, in Lunigiana, in the landscape and in the people who have made this region their home.


A city of marble and legends


Luni was founded in 177 BC by the Romans, following their victory over the Ligurian Apuani, who had ruled the land between the mountains and the sea until then. It was strategically located near the Tyrrhenian Sea, with direct access to the rivers and valleys of the Apennines. But what truly made Luni special was its marble. Just a few kilometres away, in the mountains of Carrara, the most famous marble of antiquity was quarried. The white marble of Luni was so pure and exquisite that it was exported throughout the Roman world. The Pantheon in Rome, the Forum, countless temples and villas were built from this prized stone. The city grew and thrived, becoming a centre of trade, a hub for merchants, sailors, and craftsmen. At its peak, Luni was home to more than 50,000 people—an enormous number for ancient times, making it the second-largest city after Rome.


Its streets were paved, it had temples, thermal baths, a vast forum and most impressively: an amphitheatre for over 7,000 spectators, the remains of which still stand today.


The Golden Age and the slow decline


But with fame came envy. Luni was attacked multiple times by pirates and barbarian invaders. By the 4th century, its decline had begun. The rivers silted up the harbours, the sea slowly receded and trade routes shifted. The once-proud city gradually disappeared into the swamps of history. By the Middle Ages, it was completely abandoned. Its stones were used to build villages in the surrounding area, its temples vanished. The people who settled further inland carried the name "Luni" with them and called the entire region: Lunigiana – the land of Luni.


A Walk through the past


Today, Luni is a place for explorers. No longer a grand city but an archaeological site where history and nature intertwine. A walk through the ruins takes visitors past the remains of the ancient forum, the foundations of villas and temples and finally to the impressive Roman amphitheatre, still preserved in its semi-circular form. Here, where gladiators once fought and actors performed tragedies, silence now reigns. The wind blows through the tall grass, cicadas sing and only a few visitors find their way here. But those who close their eyes can still imagine the city with marble-paved streets, where chariots once rolled, Dockworkers, trading with ships from Spain, Greece and Egypt. Merchants bringing exotic goods from across the Mediterranean and Patricians gazing out over the sea from their villas, believing their city would last forever. Luni may now lie in ruins, but its story lives on—in every stone of the region, in every name, in every memory. Without Luni, there would be no Lunigiana. Without its past, there would be no castles, no medieval towns, no ancient pilgrimage routes telling the tale of a Roman city that once stood on the edge of the world. Yet was the vital centre of an entire region. A visit to Luni is not a typical Tuscany experience. There are no picture-perfect postcard views here, no tourist crowds, no stylish cafés, except for a small museum area. But there is the silence of history. And sometimes that is worth more than any postcard view.
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Pontremoli – the trembling bridge


There are times you never forget—times when the internet didn’t yet rule the world, and travel recommendations came from real people, not from apps and algorithms. In hushed, conspiratorial tones, whispered secrets were shared about hidden restaurants, deserted side streets and picturesque places.


I had almost forgotten these good old days since moving to Lunigiana, until I was reminded of this lost tradition in my neighbouring town Pontremoli. This small town in northern Tuscany lies between two rivers, the Magra and the Fiume Verde. Its name comes from the Italian words ponte (bridge) and tremare (to tremble), making Pontremoli the “trembling” or “shaking bridge.”


A spontaneous stop


On a sunny day in the 1990s, I was once again driving from Germany to La Spezia to visit my friends and business partners. I was cruising along the E33, which winds like a silver thread through the heart of Lunigiana. As I reached Pontremoli, I spontaneously decided to take a coffee break. I was tired from the monotonous highway drive and needed a rest. I left the E33 and took the SS62, heading straight into the town centre. There, I found a large free parking lot right by the Magra River. My first stop took me across the Ponte della Cresa, an old stone bridge connecting the two halves of the town. I paused for a moment, leaned against the cool stone and let my gaze wander: small boats bobbing on the river, colourful facades reflecting in the water, and somewhere in the distance, I heard the faint chime of a church bell. After crossing the medieval bridge, I suddenly found myself in the bustling Saturday morning market.



[image: ]



Feast for the senses


Market day in Pontremoli is a true feast for the senses. The market stretches across the small squares and winding streets of the old town. The air is filled with the aroma of fresh bread, aged cheeses, air-dried ham and sweet chestnut-based delicacies—all specialties of the region. I bought a piece of Parmesan and a Felino salami as a gift for my friends. Felino, the best salami in all of Italy.


As it is often the case in Italy, the market vendor immediately struck up a conversation, full of local tips. I just wanted a quick espresso, but she insisted, "At this time of day, you should never drink coffee!" I smiled puzzled. "No, no, no!" she exclaimed, gesturing animatedly, as my Italian was still quite basic at the time. "You must go to Luciano’s Bar in the Piazza. That’s where the locals are having their aperitivo right now!" Guess what I did?


Of course, I went to Luciano’s Bar and ordered a Bianco Oro, an aperitivo made from a secret recipe by Roberto, the bar owner. He also informed me that one cannot leave Pontremoli without trying the famous Testaroli al Pesto, the signature dish of Lunigiana. Following his directions, I found the little Trattoria Norina, a cozy restaurant tucked away in one of the side alleys with a view of the Magra River.
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Unexpected culinary journey


As I enjoyed my Testaroli for lunch, I called Delisa and John to let them know I’d be late. Dear friends that moved from London to Italy, to enjoy the smallest village close to the riverbed of the Vara, the sister river of the Magra. "Take your time, Dietmar," Delisa said warmly. "And since you're in Pontremoli, you must go to the Swiss Café—they have incredible pastries!" Naturally, I followed this advice too. Thanks to the many Swiss families who settled in Pontremoli in the 19th century to open cafés and patisseries, the town is still home to the famous Caffè degli Svizzeri on Piazza della Repubblica. This is where the famous “Amor” pastries were invented, small, delicious treats that have become a symbol of the town. These delicate pastries are made with a secret buttercream recipe sandwiched between two crispy wafers. Their size and shape resemble the well-known german Hanuta wafers.
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Amor wafers





The Amor pastries turned out to be one of the best recommendations I had ever received. And the moment you taste them, you immediately understand why they bear that name. So, as you can read, it's always worth talking to locals at length and asking questions. And if you're still struggling with vocabulary, you can use your hands, feet or a piece of napkin for a quick sketch.


Glimpse on history


Pontremoli is more than just a town, it is a living history book. In the Middle Ages, it was a key stop on the Via Francigena, the famous pilgrimage route from Canterbury to Rome. Merchants, pilgrims, nobles, and warriors passed through these streets, and the traces of their stories are still visible today. I followed the main street and reached Piazza della Repubblica, the beating heart of Pontremoli.
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Here, small cafés, boutiques, and bookstores line the square, a perfect blend of tradition and modern life. I took a moment to soak in the atmosphere before heading toward the town’s landmark: The Castello del Piagnaro, the fortress towering over the town. The Castle above Pontremoli is one of the most fascinating towns in the region—a place so rich in history that you can almost hear its stories as you wander its streets. Towers rise above the rooftops, stone bridges span the Magra River and above it all, the Castello del Piagnaro stands majestically, guarding Pontremoli for centuries. The path to the castle leads through narrow, cobbled alleys, winding steeply uphill. Once at the top, the effort is rewarded: the view over the town and the surrounding green hills of Lunigiana is simply spectacular. The fortress itself is a blend of medieval architecture and modern museum exhibits. Inside is the Museo delle Statue Stele, which houses the mysterious stone statues found throughout Lunigiana. These ancient, human-like sculptures date back to the Bronze Age and remain an archaeological enigma. Who created them? What was their purpose? No one knows for sure, but that is precisely what makes them so magical. At the museum, you can admire these moon-shaped stone figures, whose age and origins still puzzle researchers. To date, around 80 of these statue or stele menhirs have been discovered in Lunigiana. Most of them were found in rural areas in pastures, at fords or on mountain passes. The first statue menhir was discovered in 1827 in the village of Nova in the municipality of Zignago in the province of La Spezia. In 1886, two small rectangular stelae were found underwater in the Gulf of La Spezia, but were lost. In 1905, nine buried statues were found in Fivizzano. The discovery was made by a farmer who found them lined up in a row, sorted by height and facing east. The stone statues from Pontevecchio are among the oldest finds. The most recent discoveries were made in 2005 in the municipality of Mulazzo. Inaugurated in 1975, the Museo delle statue stele lunigianesi (Museum of Statues Stelae) in the Castello del Piagnaro in Pontremoli collects all the statues in Lunigiana, both originals and copies. I run my fingers over the cold, smooth stone of one of the statues - a direct contact with the past. A moment of reverence. Another special testimony to the town's former wealth is the Villa Dosi Delfini.
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