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What do you usually say? Hey, mate.


Well, I'll give it a try now:


Hey, mate! Yes, I mean you, Leonardo English.


This book is for you, or rather for us, our quarrels, our protracted
reconciliations and for the fact that our home city of Rome has never
ceased to enchant us both.











[image: A man stands thoughtfully on a terrace overlooking Rome, near the Capitol, which the author considers one of the city's most beautiful places. Historic rooftops and classical architecture stretch across the horizon, creating a serene and reflective atmosphere.]




Image 1: The author on the terrace next to the Capitol. In his mind, one of the most beautiful places in Rome.








Arrival


It happened at the reception desk of a small, quiet hotel, beautifully situated on a hill in Tuscany. The porter at reception looked sceptically at my family: my wife Kerstin, my then 13-year-old son Leonardo, and our dog Toffifee. He said just one word to clarify where we were from: "Roma?" He recognised Leo's accent. Leonardo had grown up in Rome and spoke like a Roman. I realised what that meant: Romans were considered loud, unreliable and chaotic. If the porter categorised us as Romans, then we were guaranteed the worst room.


So, I was about to play my trump card: take back my Italian ID card and plonk my German passport on the reception desk. That would immediately dispel any suspicion that we might be Romans. German holidaymakers were considered admirably quiet and considerate and were given the best rooms.


But I hesitated. It was true: I had come to Rome as an observer, and had photographed the Spanish Steps at my leisure, while the Roman women had rushed down to the posh boutiques on their way to work. I had selected postcards in the side streets of St Peter's Basilica while the Romans were desperately looking for a parking space. Rome had been a backdrop, but at some point we had been drawn into the play.


We stopped going to the Colosseum to take selfies a long time ago, because we had lived there for many years, and it somehow belonged to us. Our marriage, which has now reached its silver wedding anniversary, began there. The night before our wedding, we had the party of our lives at the Colosseum. Back then, lots of young people from our neighbourhood met up at night in the amphitheatre. We had beer, wine and pizza, and celebrated in the dark at what was probably the most incredible party venue in the world. We no longer travelled to Trastevere to have fun.


We had spent a large part of our lives in a flat in this nightlife district, and amidst the plethora of bars there was one where we had found out that we were going to have a son.


And the animal rescue shelter on Via Ostiense, the arterial road to the sea, also belongs to us because we took a neglected hunting dog out of a rusty cage that would never be able to hunt anything—but was particularly good at one thing: being with us on the sofa.









Beginning


I


"You what?"


I hoped for a second that I had simply misunderstood. My almost grown-up son Leonardo looked at me with a mixture of defiance and admission of guilt that is the prelude to any heated argument. And I repeated, with great difficulty, "You what?"


"I didn't pass the entrance exam for the tour guide school. I failed it. Fernanda said she wouldn't take me."


"And why wouldn’t she take you?"


"She's got something against me."


"Fernanda doesn’t have anything against anyone. She wants you to play by her rules, that's all. She asked you a couple of questions, she always does that. So, she asked, and then what happened?"


Leo remained silent and stared at the kitchen floor as if he had lost something.


I saw Fernanda in front of me, with her determined expression and dyed blonde hair, which, always perfectly cut and styled, looked like a helmet. She had said it over and over again: the state examination for the tour guide licence in Rome is a walk through hell. Candidates must be able to answer over a thousand complicated questions about history and art history. But once they have their licence in their pocket, they earn an average of 450 euros a day. Preparation for this exam at her school takes a year, and there is no shortage of applicants. Fernanda has no need to accept young people into her school if they are not absolutely motivated. That's why her entrance exam is feared. I had assured Fernanda that my son would be the perfect candidate.


"What did she ask that was so complicated? Did you have to interpret Marcus Aurelius' ‘Meditations’, I mean what was so insurmountable?"


"It was about St Peter's Basilica."


"About St Peter's Basilica? And you couldn't say anything about that? You've spent almost your whole life in Rome! You've chased pigeons in St Peter's Square since you were a little boy!" He looked pretty downcast now. The house of cards that he and I had built had collapsed with a single blow. He had wanted to finance his studies with a well-paid job as a tour guide, and perhaps even take up this profession.


He was ideally placed: he had grown up in Rome, knew every corner of the city and switched effortlessly between German and Italian. It was just as difficult for his Italian competitors to take the test, but very few of them could speak foreign languages—and with over 600,000 visitors a year, Germans are among the most important customers.


Moreover, with the ruined prospect of becoming a tour guide, his enormously enhanced reputation here was gone. He must have suddenly realised that. Of course, he had told everyone that he was going to do the tour guide course, which had led to a huge wave of sympathy in our street in Trastevere.


Tour guides with a licence take up to 500 guests a week to restaurants of their choice, bars of their choice, shops of their choice. We were talking about tens of thousands of euros in purchasing power per week. My son was therefore a very welcome guest in the restaurants, bars and shops in our neighbourhood and was already getting cash discounts.




[image: Andreas and Leonardo Englisch, father and son, smile warmly as they stand together outside the majestic St Peter’s Basilica. Its impressive, detailed façade rises behind them, emphasizing their shared moment exploring Rome’s historic treasures together.]




Image 2: Andreas and Leonardo Englisch outside St Peter's Basilica. Father and son stick together; tutoring while exploring Rome.








What annoyed me most was that I knew how well he would be able to do the job. I have been guiding groups in Rome for decades and I had taken him with me many times. Leo was a natural. He was able to deal with strangers, tell them things, treat them in a way that made them feel at ease.


The conditions for a financially secure future as a tour guide were perfect, and now he had blown it, messed up the first small but crucial step, simply because he was a lazy teenager who preferred surfing YouTube to cramming for an exam.


"But you were studying, weren't you?" I snapped at him. "I saw piles of books in your room and when you locked yourself in, so as to not be disturbed, you were studying, weren’t you?"


He hadn’t been. He simply hadn't prepared for Fernanda's little aptitude test.


"You're risking your future because you don't know anything about your home town, the most amazing city in the world, on a course for aspiring tour guides. Are you out of your mind?“


I could never have imagined that Leo, who had grown up in Rome, would have problems telling Fernanda about the city's most important monuments. It would probably be quite a challenge for a student in Kuala Lumpur to describe the Bernini canopy in St Peter's Basilica, but Leo had seen the Baroque splendours of Rome about as often as others had seen the nearest Aldi supermarket in their home town. Leo muttered meekly, "Maybe there’s still a chance."


"What chance?"


"Signora Fernanda was quite angry, but then she said, 'Look, Leo, I'm giving you the opportunity to show me a real miracle. You claim to have blacked out. I don't think you know anything, but let's assume, in the unlikely event that you actually had a blackout, that you'll come back on Monday and impress me with the most profound knowledge a student has ever shared with me."


There was room for hope. "And what does she want to ask you about?"


"About St Peter's Basilica."


"Only St Peter's Basilica?"


"She said, for starters. She may ask other questions later." "What does she want to ask about?"


"Well, it's always about Rome."


"There are entire libraries about Rome."


"I think it's all about the most important things."


"Even the most important things fill volumes," I shouted, "and you've had almost a year to prepare and you've done nothing. How are you going to catch up in one weekend?"


"I swear, you would say I couldn’t have done it anyway,“ Leo yelled back.


"If you'd started a few months earlier, you would have been able to do it. What have you been doing in your room all year? Streaming films and liking Facebook posts instead of looking at your books?"


He turned round, stomped up the stairs to his room and slammed the door.


II


A couple of hours later, Daniele, my son's best friend, stood at the front door and something extraordinary happened: he acknowledged me as a human being. I was not merely part of the mechanism that opened the door to his friend's house, as usual, but a thinking and possibly feeling being. He even nodded at me and, to my astonishment, stopped instead of disappearing into the basement with his personalised Playstation controller in his hand to shoot zombies in the head with my son.


I had previously wondered if he was just too shy to talk to me. But since he showed no inhibitions whatsoever about pushing past me in my kitchen on a Saturday evening before a party, helping himself to a couple of salmon sandwiches on the counter and washing them down with my best white wine, I suspected that he had no problem with inhibitions, just terrible manners.


An infinitely long time ago, he had addressed me as 'Mr English', but now he had switched to 'Hörnsema'. He looked at me, uttered the familiar "Hörnsema" and then continued confidentially: "You're probably pretty angry with Leo for failing the exam, aren't you?"


"That's a hopeless understatement," I said, "I'm furious. I can't understand how a student who wants to be a tour guide, who grew up in Rome, can't say anything about this city."


"Maybe you should know something," he interrupted me. "What?“


"Well, if Leo does manage to get in, then he'll be on the tour guide course with Carlotta next year, but if not, and it's not looking too good, then that's probably not going to happen." He scrutinised my face to make sure I had understood the significance of what he was saying.


I had. Carlotta was, by far, the most beautiful girl at my son's school, she was in the parallel class, and he had been secretly in love with her for many years. He would blush just passing her on the other side of the street. He would never have dared to speak to her or ask her out, and now he had almost won the jackpot in the form of a work group with her. That chance was now very probably lost because he knew nothing about Rome. His bad luck.


III


Of course I should have done something. Show understanding, look for a way out, use positive reinforcement or anything else that is written in parenting guides. Instead, I was just angry with him, and I was enjoying it too much to help him. I had given him the opportunity to grow up in what is probably the most beautiful city in the world—and did he care about this city in the slightest? No! People in the Middle Ages made their wills before they set off on the life-threatening journey to Rome to see the Eternal City just once in their lives. And my son? He could have spent every day of his life absorbing the incredible works of art Rome has to offer, an unbelievable treasure trove unlike any other city in the world. But my son had ignored it all.


I'm sure I wouldn't have been able to step out of my comfort zone and help him if I hadn't looked at a chat on his WhatsApp group. Of course, I wasn't allowed to spy on my son's embarrassments and confessions, but I had successfully hacked in. Actually, this had nothing to do with my hacking skills; which are extremely limited. I had seen one of my son's classmates in an off-licence trying to buy two cases of beer, a case of wine and some spirits for his birthday party, but the cashier had asked to see his ID and saw that he was only 17. I'd bought him the stuff and had the access details for the chat room given to me in return—and presumably driven a young person into a lifelong addiction to alcohol.


I routinely checked the chat, and there it was: a statement from Carlotta regarding Leo. I read it and realised instantly. Now he had a chance. My son has the ability many young people possess, to type on his smartphone at almost the speed of light. He probably believed that if he didn't check all the chats every few minutes, he would suffer an instant fatal withdrawal. So, it would only take a moment or two for Leo to read Carlotta's entry. I made myself a coffee and worked a little, until I was sure that Leo must have read Carlotta's message. I went to his room, knocked, got no answer and so opened the door. He was lying on his front on the bed, completely despondent, his head squashed into the pillow. It was the same position he adopted whenever he was very tired and my wife or I had to wake him up: eighty kilos of despair, clinging to the only hope of erasing the fact that he had woken up in a world where tests exist by simply lying in bed.




[image: Andreas Englisch stands smiling outside the Colosseum, in the neighborhood where he lived for many years. The massive arches and partially ruined walls of this ancient amphitheater vividly illustrate its historical significance and enduring grandeur.]




Image 3: Andreas Englisch outside the Colosseum. The author lived in this neighbourhood near the Flavian Amphitheatre for many years; for him it is the most beautiful district in the city.








"She wants to test you about St Peter's first, so what do you know about St Peter's?"


"Dad, it's pointless,“ my son snorted into the pillow. "It's all mixed up in my head: Michelangelo, Bramante, Baroque, Borromini." I looked at his desk, which was piled high with illustrated books. "I get everything mixed up: Giorgio Vasari, Raphael, Canova. I just can't do it; I should have chosen a different training course." "What if we go there together and just look at the church?" My words were met with silence. The adolescent brain, which can only absorb parental suggestions in dribs and drabs, seemed to be working. My son snorted into the pillow.


"I can't," he finally mumbled.


"Why not?"


"I can't do it in the afternoon. The maths tutor comes at 1 p.m. and stays until the evening because I have a crucial maths exam on Monday, and I can't mess up my A-levels now."


"Then we'll just go to church in the morning if you can't make it in the afternoon."


It sent shivers down my spine. That Sunday morning, the pope was celebrating Mass in St Peter's Basilica. If I showed my son the church during the papal Mass, I would lose my job. We can’t see the church on Sunday morning, impossible.


Leo had no idea of my panic. "But even if we go there, I just can't remember it."


"Leo, if we look at one thing at a time and I tell you something about it, you can remember that. It's my job to be able to tell you." "I can't remember what anyone tells me."


"Then you record it with your smartphone."


What was I thinking? Did I just promise my son that he could walk around St Peter's Basilica taking photos with his mobile phone during one of the pope's services? I must have been mad, or a desperate father, which sometimes amounts to the same thing.


"I could take photos of the most important things with my mobile phone, and I think I could remember them,“ he suddenly said, as if he had only just understood what we were talking about. Then something extremely rare happened: real energy and enthusiasm inspired by a project, in which his parents were also involved; whereas normally all energy would drain out of this youngster whenever he had to do anything with his parents.


"Sure, we'll go and see the church, you’ll take photos with your mobile phone, we’ll discuss all the important works of art—then you’ll have a chance of passing your first day of exams with Fernanda." Now I was completely out of my mind.


He sat up. He was obviously hopeful that he would be able to understand and retain information that had first entered his mobile phone. I have a friend who works as a museum administrator for the city of Rome. He calls this phenomenon BFA brain failure aid. They had discovered BFA by chance. In museums, the works of art on display are usually labelled. They are usually labelled with the artist, the title of the work and when it was created. Experience had shown that generations of pupils stubbornly refused to read these labels. Desperate teachers tried every possibility, from flattery to the open threat of sanctions, to get the pupils to do so. But there seemed to be a natural block in the pupils' minds.


A coincidence led to the discovery of BFA. A computer geek in the administration had digitised two labels for fun. Users had to scan a barcode with their smartphone, and the labels appeared on the phone display. The result was the same: the title of the work, the artist and the year the work was created. Yet, something happened that no one had thought possible. The pupils became almost entranced by the labels, but only when they had scanned the barcode beforehand with their mobile phones—then they actually read the text. Whereas the analogue labels caused brain failure, the barcode and the mobile phone provided digital assistance: BFA.


There seemed to be a kind of modern magic at play here: as soon as any information entered a smartphone, the content managed to make its way into a student's head, whether it was a YouTube video or information about Renaissance painters.




[image: A father and son stand admiring Bernini’s Fountain of the Four Rivers in Rome's vibrant Piazza Navona. The sculptures dramatically represent four rivers: the Ganges, Rio de la Plata, Danube, and Nile, surrounded by lively crowds enjoying the piazza’s atmosphere.]




Image 4: Father and son at the Fountain of the Four Rivers in Piazza Navona: passion for an incomparable city; looking at works of art rather than YouTube, real life instead of computer games.








"Okay," I heard myself say. "Then we'll go to St Peter's Basilica in the morning."


Tell him right now that this is not possible—the voice in my head pleaded. I kept quiet, knowing that I was about to invite disaster. A moment later, Leo asked, "What do you think Carlotta meant by what she wrote? What do you think?"


I could feel myself blushing. How the hell did he find out that I had hacked the chat? I had disguised myself as Paolo_66. There had to be a Paolo in the damn group.


"I don't know what you mean."


"Don't act so stupid," he snapped, "spare me the charade of supposedly not knowing what she wrote. Please, it’s important to me. What do you think that means?"


I had been caught out and decided to make the best of it. "She writes that she's sorry she might not be able to do the study group with you next year because you failed Fernanda, and it’s almost impossible to catch up on the material. Either she's just being polite, or she really likes you and is disappointed that she might not see you next year."


"And how do I find out whether she's just being polite or if she likes me?"


"I think there's only one option. You have to pass the exam. That still doesn't mean she'll be your girlfriend, but at least you'd have a chance."


IV


How should I introduce my son Leonardo? I'm generally pretty bad at introducing young people at the moment. That's because of my age. I get terribly sentimental when I see the girls and boys who grew up with my son. I still remember them from the time they only came up to my knees. The fact that they are now adults really affects me. Unfortunately, I'm not particularly skillful at expressing my sympathy to them. When Susi, Leo's friend since kindergarten, came to visit me for her eighteenth birthday and brought her boyfriend with her, I was moved to tell her about her childhood days. I always had her run cold water on her little hands in our bidet, because then she had to go to the loo straight away and I could be sure that she wouldn’t wee in the swimming pool. Susi and her boyfriend said goodbye surprisingly quickly.


Leo would know how to introduce himself. He explained to me that it is absolutely essential for a young person to categorise themselves with a school grade. You had to find out whether you were a four or even a five or a one or a two. If you were a three, you had a good chance of getting a three as a girlfriend, if you were lucky even a two minus, but never a one.


Leo rates himself as a three. Too much fat and too insecure to make it to a two. He is muscular and quite athletic, but not slim enough to be considered athletic; he can be very funny and charming, but not enough to be the leader of the group. His biggest disadvantage is his jealousy. He hates being left out or missing out on something. His biggest advantage is that he has a lot of courage, can take a lot of punishment and he is an unusually honest person. His thick curly hair and sturdy build make him look a little older than he is. His facial features are constantly in motion as he often imitates others, as if in a pantomime; he is an actor at heart.


The most astonishing discovery concerning Leo was made when he was about thirteen years old. My wife and I belong to a generation that, for a reason I can no longer fully comprehend, thought lunch was stuffy, outdated, kind of daft; possibly because we were both bored to death by our parents' roast lunches. As far back as I can remember, my aversion to lunch seems to have started as a young adult: when I was dragged out of bed shortly before half past eleven on Saturday, after a party, to sit at the table with my parents for roast pork, even though all I really wanted was a strong coffee. In Rome, I tried all kinds of food that replaced lunch. But the main meal at home was always in the evening. In Rome, it even cost me a friendship because I couldn't stand the Romans’ pranzo (lunch), which stretched endlessly into the afternoon. I had a southern Italian friend who constantly wanted us to meet up with the women for lunch at the weekend. I didn't want that; I thought it was silly and old-fashioned, this endless pasta eating. At some point, he stopped calling me.


When Leo started school, we continued to eat together in the evenings. At lunchtime we had a slice of pizza, sometimes sushi, something quick. During the holidays and at weekends, we continued to strictly avoid lunch. Anyone who was hungry after breakfast would make themselves a quick snack. One day, in the middle of the holidays, Leo put a pot of water on the cooker, set the table for one person, that is, himself, cooked pasta and celebrated a lunch that lasted over an hour. He solemnly announced to us he had had enough of this family; from now on he would make his own pranzo. Every day since then, at 1 p.m., there has been a large plate of pasta. From one second to the next, I realised that we were living under the same roof as an Italian. From that day on, our son has never skipped lunch again, and it must be pasta; he refuses any other food for lunch, whether we are in Italy or somewhere abroad. He won't accept chips, schnitzel, bratwurst, sashimi or kebabs. Leo eats pasta. That's it. At games between the German national football team and Italy, he started cheering for the Azzurri (the Italians) and sang along, with fervour, to the Italian national anthem.


I don't know if it was the heat in Rome, the food, just the air or whatever, but somehow my son, who had grown up in a German family, became an Italian, or, more precisely, a Roman. He only felt comfortable when we went to one of the very noisy Roman trattorias in Trastevere. In memory of our German roots, my wife and I treated ourselves once a week to one of the very rare, good but quiet restaurants in Rome, where you can only hear the clinking of glasses. Leo found this horrifying. He needed the enormously high Roman noise level to feel comfortable.




[image: The Pantheon, Rome’s only completely preserved ancient building, appears impressive with its classical columns and distinctive façade. Visitors crowd the entrance, highlighting the structure’s historical significance, which originally stood elevated above street level.]




Image 5: The millennia-old magic of the Pantheon. A journey through everyday life in a very special home town.








He completely lost the German habit of isolating himself. I noticed this for the first time at the airport in Hamburg. As is usual in Germany, the waiting passengers sat on their own, scattered far apart on the benches, with at least one empty seat between them and the next person. Romans, on the other hand, sit in a heap as close together as possible before a flight, and Leo behaved in exactly the same way. He always sat beside one of the other people waiting, chatting uninhibitedly to the man or woman next to him, even if they were reading or playing around on their mobile phone.


Leo began to hate eating dinner alone—that is, with just his family. He only felt good when the usual mass dinners took place at our five metre-long tables, with twenty or more friends, all talking at the same time and making an infernal noise.


Unfortunately, Leo also developed another typically Roman trait: a certain indifference towards his city. I have friends in Rome who are the fourth generation to live here and have never been to the Colosseum or the Sistine Chapel. If you ask them why that is, they always say the same thing: it's always there. Why should you go there? You can leave it to the tourists—and that's exactly the problem I had to deal with now.









St Peter’s Square


Destiny of Europe


On Sunday morning, I got up a little earlier and called Giuseppe, who was one of the pope's noblemen, the Gentiluomini di Sua Santità. They act as ushers for VIPs in St Peter's Basilica during the Holy Father's services: escorting ministers, cardinals and ambassadors to the seats reserved for them.


"Are you crazy?" he snapped at me, after I had explained my problem to him on the phone. I heard him getting dressed while we were talking, putting on his tie and slipping into his jacket. He had to be at St Peter's Basilica before it opened to visitors.


"You know very well that it is absolutely forbidden to walk through the church and admire the sights during the pope's services." "But it's an exceptional situation."


"Show him the church tomorrow, or in the afternoon, or whenever you want, but you can't possibly walk through St Peter's Basilica this morning and let your son take photos on his phone. I don't have to explain that to you."


"You're there! Can't you ask the guards to turn a blind eye?" "I certainly won't do that, and I'm warning you: don't go behind my back and claim special dispensation by me. The Pope is the Pope, and when he is in church, it is his church. You are welcome to come with your son and pray in silence. But you can forget about a sightseeing tour."


"There's no other way. It has to be this morning!"


He snorted: "I won't allow any exceptions. I implore you, don't even try, the consequences would be terrible, you know that. Cut the crap!" He hung up.


My son came out of the bathroom with freshly washed, tousled black hair, an acceptable shirt and almost clean trousers, his fully charged mobile phone in his hand ready to shoot.


"So, are we off to St Peter's?"


"Yes," I said, "off we go."


I just couldn't bring myself to utter the short sentence: I'm sorry, it’s not possible today.


I'd be risking my neck.


Nevertheless, I threw my son his jacket, put mine on and we ran to the lift—to our doom.


We sped down Via delle Fornaci on our bikes, avoiding the sunken manhole covers in the middle of the road, which proved quite challenging. We chained up the bikes near the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith and headed towards the southern colonnade.


All Pilgrims of the World


Approaching from this side, from the Piazza del Sant'Uffizio to the square in front of St Peter's Basilica, seems to me to be the least one can do to honour the outstanding architect Gian Lorenzo Bernini, who designed St Peter's Square. He came up with the brilliant idea of having the pilgrims walk through the narrow streets of the Borgo district in order to lead them out of the maze of narrow passagewayss into the huge square, which suddenly opened up before them, and whose colonnades would embrace all the pilgrims of the world, like two arms. The architectural idiot Benito Mussolini had this wonderful idea destroyed and was responsible for one of the stupidest architectural sins in Europe: he had the wide Via della Conciliazione built for parades, which leads to St Peter's Square. You can at least take a little revenge on Mussolini by ignoring the road he built and approaching St Peter's Square from the side rather than from Castel Sant'Angelo. This way you can at least get a sense of the effect Bernini wanted to achieve.


After the Mussolini era, it was international terrorism that once again drastically changed the area around St Peter's Basilica and Via della Conciliazione. For decades, the street was one of the busiest in Rome. I used it for more than twenty years on the way to my office in the Vatican. But after the terrorist attacks in Paris and London, it occurred to the police in Rome that a lorry filled with explosives ploughing into the thousands of people in St Peter's Square would be catastrophic. The police therefore had Via della Conciliazione completely closed for the Holy Year 2016 and simply did not lift the closure after the Holy Year, to the utter dismay of taxi drivers and pilgrims with mobility issues. The taxi rank at St Peter's Square no longer exists; to this day, you can’t reach the square by car or bus.


So, I walked across the square with Leo and gave him his ticket for the papal Mass.


"Where do you get them from, can you buy them?"


"No. Tickets for the papal Mass are free; you have to send a fax to get them."


Leo stopped as if struck by lightning and looked at me with an expression of bewilderment. "So you order them by fax? You actually mean a fax, not an email?"


"No," I replied, "it doesn't matter; but you have to send a fax." "A fax! Oh God, I should have known that a Mass with the pope is a thing for hillbillies."


"Excuse me? Hillbilly? A church service with the pope in St Peter's Basilica must be one of the most exclusive events on the planet. What makes you think that's a thing for hillbillies?" I asked, irritated.


"Because you sent a fax."


"What's that got to do with it?"


"I don't really want to go to an event that you have to book with a fax."


"Why?"


"Man, you're old-fashioned. Imagine you want to book a plane ticket, and the airline asks you to send a fax to reserve a seat. Do you know what I would expect? That the airline would use a plane from the Second World War, which would have engine failure and kill me. Only an outdated airline would want a fax for a booking. And when I think that every single one of the masses of pilgrims who want to go to this church printed out a piece of paper and sent it to a fax machine in the Vatican, then this goddamned church is probably to blame for the fact that half of the Amazon region has been deforested. You know what: my gym lets me book all my appointments online. That means that your global Church you’re always going on about is more backward than a shitty fitness centre."


Now I’d had enough.


"This Church, which you find so ridiculous, because it still accepts faxes, has changed this planet and shaped it to this day, over two millennia."


"It was centuries ago that it changed anything and it has nothing to do with modern Europe. Today, without the Church, there are parties in Paris, Prague and Warsaw, Budapest and Bratislava," my son replied sharply.


No Party in Warsaw


"Your Europe?" I snapped at him, "your Europe, where you feel so comfortable, wouldn't exist today if things had been a little bit, just a tiny bit different on this square."


I literally dragged him to the small white stone set into the ground near the Portone di Bronzo, on the left-hand side of St Peter's Square. "On 13 May 1981, Mehmet Ali Ağca stood here with a Browning-type pistol and shot at a man you knew. Who played with you, took you in his arms."


Leo nodded reluctantly. "I know, Pope John Paul II."


"Exactly, Pope John Paul II. Ali Ağca shot at the pope's head, the shot missed; then he got nervous, this time aiming at the pope's stomach. Karol Wojtyła collapsed, bleeding—and then the fate of Europe was decided here on the square, by a hair's breadth." "Why’s that?"


"If you look down Via della Conciliazione towards Castel Sant'Angelo, you'll see a crossroads."


"Sure," said Leo. "That's where the Santo Spirito Hospital is." "Exactly. That means the pope, who was bleeding profusely from a gunshot wound to his stomach, and was lying on the floor in a Toyota jeep, was, thank God, only 950 metres away from a hospital that could save him."


"So?"


"At the time, the rule was that a pope could only be treated on Vatican soil, so those involved made a catastrophic mistake: instead of taking the bleeding pope to the Santo Spirito Hospital immediately, they transported him to the Vatican and loaded him into a Vatican ambulance which had broken blue lights. They then drove him, without a police escort, through the chaos of Rome's city traffic exactly 10.4 kilometres to the Vatican hospital, the Gemelli Clinic. Once there, they made another fatal mistake. They took the pope to the tenth-floor flat reserved for popes. Only then, did a nurse realise that this man, who had been dragged around for over half an hour with a heavily bleeding abdominal wound, have to go to the operating theatre immediately. When they finally got there, the doctors believed that the pope was probably beyond saving and asked the pope's secretary, Don Stanisław Dziwisz, to administer the last rites. Only at that point did they try to save the life of John Paul II.




[image: A simple stone slab marks the spot of the assassination attempt on Pope John Paul II in St. Peter’s Square, commemorating a moment of historical significance with understated reverence.]




Image 6: A stone slab commemorates the assassination attempt of 13 May 1981, when Mehmet Ali Ağca shot Pope John Paul II.








What would have happened if that had gone wrong? What would have happened if the pope had bled to death on the way to the Gemelli Clinic? What would have happened if John Paul II had died on 13 May 1981, because of a whole series of mistakes by Vatican officials?


The Polish trade union Solidarność, strengthened by a pope and the entire Church, would never have existed in a communist country, and the Soviets would not have had to accept the first round table of negotiations between the opposition and a government in a Warsaw Pact state. And perhaps the entire Soviet empire would never have fallen apart. Mikhail Gorbachev said that the Berlin Wall would not have fallen without John Paul II. If things had gone differently here on this square, your modern Europe might not even exist, and it would still be divided into East and West by walls. You could then forget about your parties in Warsaw or Prague."


Leo looked at the floor, “Okay, you've won. There was once a day when the fate of Europe could have been decided differently here in St Peter's Square."


"No," I disagreed. "Not in just one day. This place has shaped the history of the world again and again over two millennia. The assassination of John F. Kennedy in Dallas also influenced world history, as did the attempted assassination of Pope John Paul II here on this very spot; but Rome has shaped the history of the world infinitely more than the city of Dallas.


After the discovery of America, the New World was divided up for the first time here in the Vatican. South America was divided into a Spanish and a Portuguese zone, the latter of which became Brazil. And because a pope drew a line on the map of the newly discovered South America in 1493, which was moved westwards a year later in the Treaty of Tordesillas, Portuguese is spoken in Rio today, and Spanish in almost the entire remainder of the subcontinent. This place is unique.


And the square always reminds me why I believe in God."


Dream Destination


"I don't believe in God," said Leo defiantly.


"I know that, but that doesn't mean I can't believe in God." He looked at me challengingly. Seagulls sailed over St Peter's Square. "So go ahead, what does this place have to do with your belief in God?"


I elaborated a little, even at the risk of trying Leo's patience: "Two thousand years ago, this city was the most impressive place on earth. While people in the rest of Europe were still sitting in mud huts, from which it was difficult to escape the smoke, here wealthy Romans were walking through rooms with underfloor heating. Basically, a city like Rome should not even have been possible back then, for the simple reason that it was inconceivable to supply so many people—around one million in such a small space—with clean water, and dispose of the sewage. A city of this size actually surpassed the expertise of the time. As far as we know, no civilisation had previously managed to build such a metropolis, not before the Romans.


Eleven aqueducts, including long-distance aqueducts up to 91 kilometres in length, brought around 400 million litres of water to the city every day. An incredible achievement; people were better supplied with fresh water back then than two thousand years later. The ancient Romans had around three times more water per day than we have in Rome today. The water flowed into 1,200 public fountains, eleven large imperial thermal baths and 900 baths. We continue to use this architectural masterpiece to this day, without a second thought. The Aqua Virgo aqueduct has thus been supplying Rome with water without interruption for two thousand years.


The Ponte Fabricio, over which you can still walk to Tiber island, is another masterpiece of architecture from that time, which is still a natural part of everyday Roman life; it has also withstood floods for two thousand years. There is no other bridge in the world, in a large city, that has been in continuous use for so long.


And here, where we are now, between Vatican Hill and the Tiber, was a large necropolis. The houses of the dead, painted and equipped with viewing terraces, were far more splendid than the dwellings of the tribal chiefs in northern Europe at the same time. Vatican Hill was full of caves, which were used as a meeting place for worshippers of the fertility goddess Cybele, centuries before the birth of Christ. Next to Mons Vaticanus and the necropolis was the Circus of Emperor Caligula. Two thousand years ago, the people walking across St Peter's Square today would have been on their way to the Circus. The obelisk that now stands in St Peter's Square probably stood in the centre of the circus; the emperor is said to have brought it from Egypt on a special ship. It is the only obelisk in Rome that has never toppled over. Just these few examples give an idea of how fundamentally different this city was from everything that made up civilisation of that time.


Blessed are the Peacemakers


Then came Jesus Christ. In the town of Nazareth, a place which, from the point of view of the city of Rome, the centre of the known world, was in an insignificant barbarian province at the end of the world, a man was born who is said to have been called Jesus. The man preached in the villages of Galilee, in the north of what is now Israel. From the Roman perspective, there were a few lunatics living there who called themselves Jews and believed in a God called Yahweh, who saw them as the chosen people."


"So what? What are you trying to say?" grumbled Leo. "Now think about it. Did this man have any chance of turning the Roman Empire upside down with his ideas, which he couldn't spread via Facebook or television? Of course not. What did the Romans care that a strange rabbi from Nazareth was preaching on the Sea of Galilee that blessed are the merciful and the peacemakers? This message contradicted everything that the Romans had experienced in their fairytale rise: a small, insignificant village on the Tiber, oppressed by the Etruscans, chased the tyrants to hell and rose to become a power that ruled the entire known world from Portugal to India, from the north of England to the interior of Africa. It was not those who made peace, but those who waged war that had made Rome great. The most revered men in Rome were consuls, right up to the greatest hero of the time: Julius Caesar. Rome had been in a state of war almost continuously over the past centuries and had thus risen to become a world empire. Never before in history had there been such an incredible success story.


And then this man turned up at the Sea of Galilee and preached such incomprehensible things, like those who did not use violence were blessed because they would inherit the land. From the Roman point of view, this was utter nonsense, because Roman soldiers used violence precisely for this reason: to get land. They went to war throughout the then known world because their generals promised them land. Settlements of former soldiers sprang up all over the Roman Empire, which at the same time secured the territory.


Now I ask you: Did this Jesus from the town of Nazareth, a tiny place that is not mentioned once in the Old Testament of the Bible, have any chance of turning the Roman Empire upside down with his ideas? No. What did the powers-that-be in Rome care that some nutter far, far away was preaching that you should love your neighbour? And yet, the ideas of a man from a people that the Romans saw as an enemy, that they would defeat and scatter to the winds, turned the Roman empire upside down. How is that possible? Does the message of Jesus of Nazareth really come from an inexplicable God, is that why it is so successful and cannot be forgotten even after two thousand years? Or is it a coincidence that this message was able to reach people and change them, simply because it was good?


When Rome's empire comes to an end after more than a thousand years and the city falls into ruins, the ideas of the man from Nazareth will manage to resurrect this place. Rome will become the centre of a new idea, Christianity. The man from Nazareth gives this city a second chance.


After its decline, it rises again in a more beautiful and exciting way. Rome become the capital of not one, but two artistic epochs: Renaissance and Baroque will be at home here. In this one place on the globe, huge sums of money will once again flow, to facilitate the expansion of a city that sees itself as the capital of the world: Rome. Once again, it becomes the centre of a global empire, this time a spiritual empire."


Province Versus Rome


"Why are you only telling me all this now?"


We were standing in sunny St Peter's Square amidst the crowds of worshippers heading for the portal, and my son looked at me as if he was seeing me for the first time.


"What do you mean?" I asked.


"Just tell me: why are you only telling me this now?"


"We've lived here for so long; I thought you'd learn all about the city on your own, that you'd go out and see it on your own." Leo thought for a moment: "Do you know what the difference is between us?" he finally said.


"I have no idea."


"It's not just that you're my father and much older, it's something else. You come from a pretty ugly place in Germany, Werl in Westphalia, a place that has one real sight: the walls of a big prison. Grandma was right; she always said that you couldn't believe all the things you saw in Rome, that it changed you completely." "Maybe."


"But I don't come from a dump like you, I was born here. I come from Rome. If you ever have to tell someone that you're from Werl, what do people ask? They ask: where the hell is that? But when they ask me, I tell them that I'm from Rome, and everything is clear. You were just a provincial man who was amazed by Rome. That's the truth." I tried with all my might to swallow the insult and remain calm.


"You're right about one thing, of course. For us, Rome was incredibly far away, and it was a dream to finally arrive. Standing in front of St Peter's Basilica meant we had arrived; the dream became a tangible reality. We sat on the steps of the church for hours; it was forbidden to take pictures of ourselves with our cheap Porst camera." "Why?"


"Because our mothers would have flattened us if they had seen a photo of us sitting on the steps in front of a church. That's what real hippies did, young people with no respect for the Church. My mother threatened me with all kinds of punishments if I ever dared to sit on the steps in front of a church."


"Don't tell me that there were still real hippies in your day, with flower power and against the Vietnam War."


"Well, when I smoked secretly for the first time, when I was fifteen, the Vietnam War had only been over for three years."


"Really? So, you saw all that on TV as a child, helicopters, napalm and all that?"


"As a child, yes. But in Werl, a teenager was considered a hippie if he had long hair and watched the Woodstock film."


"The what?"


"Nevermind, it was a festival where there were lots of hippies. In Werl, it was enough to sit on the steps of the monastery to be considered a hippie. If we sat on the steps of the church in Rome, we felt guilty."


"Who do you mean by 'we'?"


"My best friend Peter was actually my constant companion during our trips to Italy. To get to Rome, we first had to put in a lot of hard work, namely convincing our parents to let us hitchhike." "You hitchhiked?"


"There were only two options: either stay at home or hitchhike. All other means of transport were unaffordable for us. We would never have thought of flying. In those days, (a few) women and men thought very carefully about which dress or suit they should wear in order to be dressed appropriately for a flight. But for me, the son of a labourer, the idea of buying a plane ticket was beyond reality. We would never have been able to afford train tickets or, as they were calledback then, railway tickets for such a long distance, and our parents would never have paid for them. So, there was only one option: to hitchhike.


The first obstacle was getting to the motorway service station on the last day of school. Peter's parents flatly refused to drop us off there, and asking my parents was out of the question because we didn't have a car. Nobody wanted to be responsible for dropping us off at the motorway service station. Because if something went wrong, the person in question would be blamed for the fact that he or she had taken the two boys to the motorway to hitchhike. We couldn't ride our bikes. The huge rucksacks with insulating mats, tents, sleeping bags, cooking utensils and the huge amounts of food we had taken from the cellar and fridge weighed as much as if they were filled with rocks. We couldn't hitchhike to the motorway services either, because the road that branched off the forest road and led to the service station was only open to delivery drivers. So we had to take the bus as close as possible to the service station and walk the rest of the way. That must have taken about an hour.


"You could get to Rome with Ryanair in the same amount of time." "I know. At the service station, we had to transform ourselves into presentable young men. We had to wash our sweaty faces and practise a winning smile to find someone willing to give us a lift." "Was that difficult?"


"Of course it was difficult. We first had to find someone who could take us in the direction of the north-south route, Hamburg-Munich, i.e. as far as Kassel. The closer we got to the junction, the more difficult it became to find someone who was turning south and was prepared to give two boys a lift."


"Why boys?"


"The drivers were afraid that two young men might try to take them by surprise and rob them, or whatever. The mood in Germany was tense. The last leader of the RAF terror group, Christian Klar, was still at large. It wasn't unusual for teenagers like us to be met with a certain amount of suspicion."


"Were you afraid too?"


"No, we only had one thought in our heads: to get to Rome as quickly as possible. Sometimes we just had bad luck and had to spend the night in a tent at that stupid Kassel-Hasselberg motorway service station.


"Didn't they chase you away?"


"We went to a field near the service station. I remember one morning we had to make a quick getaway because we heard a tractor coming. The farmer couldn't believe there was a tent in the field he wanted to plough. Anyway, it often took a long time to find someone to give us a lift. Most drivers refused. A normal family wouldn't have been able to take us simply because we had too much luggage. The two huge rucksacks would only fit in a car that was almost empty, but individual drivers were often overcautious. That's why we sometimes hung around at a service station for days."


"And lorry drivers?"


"They usually didn't have enough space in their cab, but sometimes we could put our rucksacks in the cargo bed. I remember one scary journey with a lorry driver who kept drinking red wine, then got angry for some reason and kicked us out at a lay-by onthe motorway. We then had to walk a few kilometres to the next service station."


A Dream, Erotic Gymnastics and Hot Pine Cones


"What a stressful holiday."


"For us, it was total freedom. Anything was better than hanging around our home town during the holidays. We struggled to head south and it was an incredible triumph when we arrived in Munich on the second day, at the latest. Unfortunately, most people didn't drive into Munich, but dropped us off at a motorway service station. I remember a bloody exhausting walk from the Vaterstetten service station to the next bus and then to the underground. But eventually we arrived at Munich Central Station."


"Why Munich?"


"The journey to Rome from Munich was affordable. We only had to buy a normal ticket for the short stretch to the Brenner Pass." "And then?"


"From the Brenner Pass, the 3,000 kilometre FS Italian railway ticket was valid, which was actually for guest workers. It allowed you to travel 3,000 kilometres on the Italian railway network and cost very little. I loved those things, but it was just so hard to get them." "Not at every rail station then?"


"No, and you couldn't just wander into a travel agent and buy a ticket. They wouldn't have known what it was. There was a place in Dortmund where you could get them, which meant a whole day to drive to Dortmund and back to get the ticket."


"These days, you print out all your tickets at home."


"I know, but I’m not sure if that’s better."


"What do you mean?"


"We spent a lot of time just waiting, at railway stations, service stations or bus stops, without anything to entertain or distract us. Honestly, if you had shown us a mobile phone back then, we would have thought it was an incredible device, like the ones from the Starship Enterprise. We had paperbacks with us, but not always. Overall, we probably spent a lot more time dreaming or using our imagination than you do. I don't think it was really that bad, we weren't bored.


If we managed to get to the motorway service station in Werl after the certificates had been handed out and school had finished, at around 10 a.m., and managed to arrive in Munich before 8 p.m., it was a huge celebration. We would treat ourselves to a big beer in the Augustinerkeller and look forward to Rome."


"Why did you have to be in Munich by 8 p.m.?"


"The train to Rome left at around half past eight."


"What kind of budget did you have?"


"Well, I think it was about a hundred Deutschmarks for the 3,000 kilometre ticket."


"What? That means it was less than two cents per kilometre?" "Yes. Then we had about three hundred Deutschmarks left for three weeks."


"Sorry? If it's true that the euro has twice the purchasing power of the Deutschmark, you had 150 euros for three weeks, with which you get a night in a hotel in Rome. How could that have worked?"


"It worked wonderfully. We had more than ten marks a day per person, that was a lot of money."


"You had to get by on five euros a day. That's how much you give me to buy something at the school canteen."


"First, we bought a litre of red wine, which cost about 1,200 lire, then bread and tins of tuna or sardines in oil, because they’re so greasy and incredibly filling. The whole lot must have cost about 3,000 lire, or about seven Deutschmarks. That was enough for the two of us, then we had another thirteen marks for the rest of the day, which we thought was a lot."


"That's amazing! So, you were really poor."


"We didn't feel that way, on the contrary, we felt wonderfully free and rather prosperous. Back then, we could still see parts of the Italy that existed in Goethe's time. I remember we met a shepherd boy. We had pitched the tent in a field again, and in the morning all we could hear was bleating. We unzipped the tent and there were lots of goats around us. A boy was herding the animals. He must have been about thirteen or fourteen years old. We couldn't believe that the boy had to look after his goats instead of going to school. He lived with his father, who was a padre padrone, more of a slave master to the boy than his father, and we gave him a knife, an Opinel knife with a folding blade. Next day, the boy, who probably couldn't write or do maths, was sad because his father had taken the knife away from him;not so that the child wouldn't hurt himself, but because he wanted it himself. Today, a father like that would probably be brought before a juvenile court by filing an online complaint, and rightly so. The fact that Italy had been an agricultural country for centuries and not an industrialised country was deeply rooted in its bones.


Of course, by the standards of an average young holidaymaker in Rome these days, we were desperately poor. I still make fun of my friend Peter because we argued for days after he had bought an oil lamp, behind my back, for a thousand lire, or about 1.50 Deutschmarks, from the shared fund."


"You were fighting over a euro?"


"We had worked hard for our money, at least in our opinion. Back then, I delivered the diocese's Church newspaper, which brought in about a thousand marks a year, which I could use to finance all my holidays. But because it was money that I had earned on my bike in all weathers, I watched every penny. That also applied in Rome, of course.


I remember we had studied the city map carefully on the train when we first came to Rome. We realised then that Rome had one advantage over all other cities we knew in Europe."


"And that was?"


"Undeveloped farmland close to the city."


"Sorry, what?"


"If you're standing in the centre of London, let's say Trafalgar Square, or in Paris by the Eiffel Tower, how far is it to the nearest empty field?"


"I would estimate at least two hours if you have to rely on buses and trains."


"I would guess the same. But Rome is a special case. The ancient Via Appia leads right into the city, jutting into the Roman city centre like a green arrow. Like all other large cities, Rome is built up with dormitory towns all around. They extend to the Roman ring road, GRA, and beyond, with one exception: the Via Appia Antica was of course not allowed to be built on; it is a unique two-thousand-year-old cultural monument. When the building boom around Rome began in the 1950s, the road and, out of necessity, the green strips to the left and right, where important Roman tombs lie, were left untouched. In Rome, and only in Rome, it is therefore possible to travel quickly on a normal bus from the city centre to the nearest field, we needed for our tent, without having to change buses. The line is still running."


"I've got it. You mean the 118. You travelled to the Appia to sleep there? Are you crazy? What about a normal campsite?"


"It would have been far too expensive, in our opinion, at ten marks a day. So, we needed a field, because even back then it would have been impossible to camp in a park; the police would have chased us away immediately. What we didn't know was that back then, the favourite place for young Romans to have sex in their cars was on the Appian Way. The cars were parked in long rows under the pine trees by the roadside, the windows elaborately covered with newspaper. There were also a few prostitutes who probably thought they were seeing things when we came walking down the Appia in the middle of the night with our huge rucksacks. We were looking for a free campsite in the very place where the young people of Rome, who were all still living with their parents at the time, were having their first experiences in small Fiat 500s, which required a certain amount of flexibility. But neither the young couples nor the prostitutes ever took offence at us. Although we had absolutely no business being there, we somehow belonged. Couples, leaning against their small cars and smoking after their sexual gymnastics, greeted us in a friendly manner as we walked along the street at midnight. One or two of the prostitutes even offered us a cigarette.


They undoubtedly saw how poor and uptight we were.


As well-behaved pupils at a boys-only school, we had had no erotic experiences before the age of eighteen, apart from a few kisses. I suppose the night-time crowd at the Appia was quite amused. Every evening, after the last bus had dropped us off, we pitched our tent in the dark on the field and went to sleep. The fact that Rome was fulfilling its urges next door didn’t bother us. We simply took no notice of it. During the day, we took down the tent again and hid the rucksacks with all our stuff in one of the bushes, covering everything with branches in the hope that nobody would steal them. But the erotically focused people on the Appia didn't care about our smelly socks and old jeans in the rucksacks, so nothing ever went missing." "What a lot of stress for a few days in Rome."


"Weeks, not days, and we didn't see it as stressful."


"Can I ask why you didn't go to the youth hostel, there must have been one at the Olympic Stadium?"


"We tried that. We travelled to the Olympic Stadium and asked at the youth hostel how much it would cost to stay overnight." "Oh right, you couldn't look it up on the internet."


"As we stood in front of the youth hostel with our rucksacks, the price seemed far too high. There was a patch of grass directly opposite, right in front of a Carabinieri barracks, and because it was already late, we pitched our tent there."


"You did what?"


"It seemed completely normal to us."


"You set up a tent in the middle of the city, in front of a Carabinieri station, by the side of the road? Were you out of your mind?"


"You can't imagine how naive we were. For us, Italy was one giant holiday resort where we did things we would never have dared to do in Germany. We would never have thought of camping in front of a German police station. We didn’t know anything about Italy. We only knew the country from Sophia Loren films, and we didn't realise that they were set in Naples, and not Rome, not that that would have made much difference. We had the feeling that Italy was a kind of adventure playground for visitors from the north. We didn't understand that people here on their way to work didn't want to trip over tents set up by young people from the north. We also didn't understand that the police wouldn't find it funny if we camped in the front garden of their station." "Did the Carabinieri chase you away?"


"No, we fled, but in a way that you'll probably find pretty ridiculous." "Go on!"


"There were tall pine trees in front of the barracks."


"They're still there."


"At dawn we noticed these big pine cones, we'd never seen anything like them before. We thought it might be ammunition from the Carabinieri, hand grenades that they were testing there that could tear us apart, so we ran away, helter-skelter."


Rome Lives by Showing its Mother's Corpse


"You were such idiots!" My son shook his head. "I’ll tell you one thing: we can really do without people like you in Rome." I took that comment like a resounding slap in the face. Leo looked across St Peter's Square, as if he was scanning for provincial idiots like me.


"People like that clog up the underground, the trams, the buses, they make sure you have to queue at every low-end kebab stand, because these cheap tourists are everywhere. They create mountains of rubbish that spread out in the streets, they walk through the streets in flip-flops and trainers, and jump into baroque fountains as if they were at the beach until the police catch them. We can really do without these people here."


I was speechless—and I'm sure I had turned pale out of anger, and because I felt like I’d been caught out. I would never admit it, but he had hit the nail on the head. There was a baroque fountain at the Villa Borghese that we jumped into like a swimming pool, whenever there was no mounted police patrol nearby. Tourists misbehaved in Rome every day, and we had done the same.


I attempted a defence: "Rome has lived off its visitors for centuries - and very well. Without the English, the Germans, and the French who came here, Rome would have starved. A great poet once said that Rome lives by showing the corpse of its mother, the remains of the Roman Empire."


Leo wasn’t so easily irritated.


"You're the first to say they get on your nerves. You moan about how you can only go to a restaurant in Rome if you know the owner because the bloody tourists have ruined the whole city. The restaurant owners could serve the guests any old crap, and they don't care if they come back or not, because there are enough tourists queuing to be ripped off. Your words!"


"If you live here, you have the right to complain about the tourists." "And when you were a tourist yourself?"


"I was extremely jealous of every Roman. We looked unbelievably embarrassing in our gym shorts and ill-fitting T-shirts, compared to the elegant Romans."


"You would have been jealous of me as a teenager?"


"Yes, I would have been. It seemed like an incredible privilege to be able to live in Rome."


"What did you do all day in my city, you budget tourists?" "Oh, we had a full itinerary, and in the mornings we tried to earn money."


"How?"


"We sat at the Roman Forum, which had an entrance fee at the time, but we quickly made it back. There weren't many Asian tourists back then, only a few Japanese, but a lot of Americans. We approached them with our poor school English and showed them the most important monuments. I think they found us sort of cute, and tipped quite generously. I estimate that on a good day we earned 20,000 lire, or about 25 Deutschmarks."


"But that's illegal! Walking around the Roman Forum without a licence and showing the temples will earn you a huge fine." "That's the way it is today, I know, but back then no one cared. When we'd earned enough, we'd go out to eat, meaning we'd look for a pizza stand. A slice of margherita cost 450 lire, which was about 60 pfennigs. There was nothing else, there were no fast-food chains in Rome at that point. We would have been very surprised to find something like kebab. There was either pizza or supplì rice balls." "No fast-food chains?"


"No, Rome was very provincial. We had been to Paris and London before, which were international cities, but Rome wasn’t. There were no Japanese or Mexican restaurants. Back then, a Roman would never have thought of going to anything other than an Italian restaurant. But there was something that has now disappeared: the locanda for poor people. These days there is a huge range of supermarkets and fast-food chains. A worker can buy something to eat on any street corner, even with little money. It was different back then. Workers were reluctant to buy a slice of pizza or a sandwich for lunch, instead they went out to eat, a decent plate of pasta, a bit of meat, fruit for dessert. There were lots of little locanda in Rome, sometimes simply called fiaschetteria, where you could get a glass of wine and very simple food. The word 'fiasco' is said to come from Tuscany. The bulbous wine bottle is called a fiasco, and if you lost at a game, you had caused a fiasco and had to pay for a bottle of wine. These small shops existed even in the centre of Rome, which is by far the most expensive part of the city today.


There was one in Via del Governo Vecchio that became our favourite. It was a narrow little shop run by an old man and woman. They only served four or five simple dishes. I loved the involtini in tomato sauce. You could spend the whole evening there, eat plenty of good food for ten Deutschmarks and drink lots of wine. People played cards and sometimes sang together. We were occasionally given a litre of wine."


"A whole litre?"


"Yes, they sold the wine in large glass carafes, which the owner filled from a tank. I think a litre of wine cost two Deutschmarks. Back then, tankers carrying wine drove to Rome from the Alban Hills and brought cheap, but really not bad wine in abundance to the city. We drank a lot of it but had to be careful not to miss the last bus."


"To the sex party on the Appia, which you were never allowed to attend."


"Exactly."


"All that stress so that you provincial idiots from the north could see places like this in Rome."


"Yes," I said. "That's right."


Antique Silicon Valley


"Do you know what I call St Peter's Square?" asked Leo, after a long pause.


"No."


"I call it Zombie Square. The TV series ‘Walking Dead’ opened my eyes."


I exploded. If anything could drive me completely mad, it was Leo's obsession with wasting days of beautiful sunshine to sit in a darkened room watching the infernal carnage in the zombie series ‘The Walking Dead.’


"Bloody hell, I've had enough!" I hissed at him.


"There's just no point trying to talk sense to you. I'm trying to save your arse because you messed up Fernanda's exam and you come back with this zombie bollocks, in St Peter's Square of all places. You're simply incapable of thinking like a normal person. Your head is just filled with dismembered, shot up, staggering corpses that retch and make vomiting noises. It’s so stupid to me. If you think of ‘The Walking Dead’ when you think of St Peter's Square, you'll never stand a chance with Fernanda."


"Listen to me!"


"There's nothing to listen to. I don't want to hear about this zombie rubbish."


"You're a conceited old lunatic," Leo chided.


"And you have a brain softened by zombie killers."


"For once, just listen to me! I was only six when I saw those endless queues of people dressed in black, muttering to themselves, praying and singing softly. In the middle of the night, they came from all over, dragging themselves through Rome in the cold, magically drawn to one point,St Peter's Square. Years later, when I saw an episode of Walking Dead for the first time, I thought: Yes, that's exactly how it looked back then. That's how those figures seemed to me, like millions of zombies in the cold of the night in March 2005, flocking to St Peter's Square as if drawn by a spell."


Leo looked down the Via della Conciliazione towards Castel Sant'Angelo, as if streams of pilgrims dressed in black might appear there again.


My son's observation left me speechless for a moment, but it didn't lessen my anger because I couldn't give in so quickly. To a child, the millions of pilgrims who gathered in the days when Pope John Paul II died could actually seem like an endless horde of zombies. They walked quietly praying, wrapped in black robes, with their heads bowed, some with heavy crosses on their backs, or at night, incessantly kissing rosaries.


"It was the first time that I saw Rome and St Peter's Square with my own eyes in the afternoon and then on television in the evening. Whenever mum turned the TV on, St Peter's Square was there. These people sang all night long, walking infinitely slowly, in silence, along Via della Conciliazione towards St Peter's Basilica, which was open in the middle of the night. I don't think I've ever seen anything so scary." "But they were pilgrims, not zombies."


Obelisks Everywhere? - A Roman Misunderstanding


"Dad, I know that. I always thought it was cool to live in a city that was constantly on TV, or in the cinema, but still St Peter's Square is, above all, a big square, like any others."


"To me, it’s the most amazing place on earth. There is no other place where so many people continuously shaped the history of the then known world for over two thousand years.


What’s more, one of the most spectacular technical ventures in history took place here."


"You're exaggerating again. What was that then?"


"The transport and erection of the obelisk. Which should have been impossible at the time. Just as people still make pilgrimages to the Kennedy Space Centre to see where the first moon rocket was launched, they came here for centuries to see this technological marvel."


"When you talk about the obelisk, it reminds me of the day when I made a complete fool of myself at school."


"I didn’t know about that."


"It was actually your fault."


"Why?"


"What did you always say when we were supposed to meet people, who weren't from Rome, at the Vatican?"


"You mean, Let’s meet at the obelisk, you can't miss it?" "Exactly. And what did you say when we wanted to meet up with people near the Lateran Basilica?"


"That we should meet at the obelisk, which is impossible to miss. If I had suggested a meeting point at the entrance to the church, it would have been far too confusing because there are too many entrances. But there is only one obelisk."


"And what did you say if we wanted to meet at the top of the Spanish Steps?"


"I said, come to the obelisk."


"What if we wanted to meet at the Pantheon?"


"Sure, I've always said let’s meet at the obelisk. But why are you asking?"


"Do you remember the year I went on a school exchange to Dortmund?"


"Of course I remember that."


"It was incredibly embarrassing." Leo seemed to remember the situation very well.


"I was supposed to meet up with my new classmates in town; we wanted to go somewhere together. They suggested a few places where we could meet, but I didn't know any of them. So I said, can't we just meet in a square with an obelisk, I'm sure I’ll find it. They laughed their heads off, of course. It was my first time out of Rome, and I thought it was normal that there would be obelisks in all city squares. I didn't know it was only like that in Rome."


I had to laugh.




[image: The ancient Egyptian obelisk at the center of St Peter’s Square stands tall and slender, never toppled since antiquity. Despite initial criticism, including Michelangelo’s doubts about its feasibility, it remains an iconic monument.]




Image 7: The only obelisk of antiquity that never toppled. Even the genius Michelangelo Buonarroti spoke out against the erection of the obelisk in St Peter's Square—it was unfeasible.








My son offered a reasonable theory.


"Maybe it just shows how backward Rome is, that we still orient ourselves with ancient Egyptian obelisks."


"The opposite is true, my dear. When this obelisk was erected in St Peter's Square, Rome showed what this city was capable of. Nowhere else in the world would anyone have dared to undertake such a mammoth project. The most important contemporary experts on large scale construction, including the brilliant Michelangelo Buonarroti, considered that the relocation of the obelisk would be impossible. When Domenico Fontana offered Pope Sixtus V the opportunity to attempt the impossible, the prestige of the pope and the Papal States was at stake. The pope wanted to prove to the world that Rome was the most technologically advanced city of its time."


Cutting-edge Technology for the Prestige of the Pope


Ancient Rome, of all places?" Leo grinned and looked at the obelisk in the centre of the square.


"At the time, it was anything but far-fetched. The world’s largest construction site already existed in Rome; no other country dared to build a gigantic structure like St Peter's Basilica, with such seemingly utopian challenges. Either other rulers lacked the courage, or the vast sums of money that the popes were prepared to spend. The relocation of the obelisk was therefore a unique prestige project and had to succeed at all costs. In addition, only this one obelisk, out of a total of thirteen ancient obelisks, was still intact and had never toppled over. If it had broken while being moved, the pope would have lost his image as the head of the most technologically advanced civilisation. In addition, the Catholic Church had experienced a serious crisis because of the Reformation, and Sixtus wanted to show the world how powerful this Church still was. To avoid any risk, he imposed the death penalty on anyone who dared to interfere with the transport of the obelisk. A loud shout was enough to end up at the stake.


The obelisk in St Peter's Square originally stood in the centre of Caligula's Circus. The emperor had the 25-metre high, 326 tonne stone brought to Rome on a specially constructed ship. The problem for Domenico Fontana was to first place the obelisk on rollers and then transport it to the centre of St Peter's Square. He used 150 horses, 900 men and 47 winches. He knew that he was attempting an historic feat, which is why he recorded every detail so that he could later write a book about the transportation of the obelisk. For us, this was fortuitous, because we understand exactly how the project worked: technically brilliant, world-class technology."


"So, the Vatican was Silicon Valley back then, the technological powerhouse of the world." Leo's voice had a slightly mocking undertone. Why was this obelisk so important to the pope?"


"He later explained this with an inscription. An ancient inscription had originally proclaimed that the obelisk was dedicated to the deified Augustus, the adopted son of the deified Gaius Julius Caesar, and to the emperor Tiberius, Augustus' stepson. The pope had the inscription largely erased and then replaced. According to the new inscription, he had saved this obelisk from the pagan Caesars, had it moved to the tomb of the apostle and then had it erected in honour of the unconquered cross. He wanted to say that he, the pope, was the successor to the ancient Caesars, that he himself was a world-ruling emperor, by no means a humble pastor, but a powerful leader of the most important world power.




[image: A fresco depicts the challenging erection of the obelisk in 1586 in front of the still-unfinished St Peter’s Basilica, capturing the complexity of the ambitious engineering project.]




Image 8: The fresco shows the mammoth project of erecting the first obelisk in modern Rome in 1586, in front of the still unfinished St Peter's Basilica.








On 10 September 1586, two men knew that they would go down in history, regardless of the outcome of their risky undertaking: Pope Sixtus V and the engineer Domenico Fontana. They knew that if everything went well, the world would see the wonder of Rome. If the obelisk fell over during the process, they would become infamous for destroying the city's only intact obelisk. However, no one suspected that a third man would make history that day. His name was Captain Benedetto Bresca, a sailor from Sanremo.


Domenico Fontana had spent four months preparing the risky, mammoth project. The façade of St Peter's Basilica, which Carlo Maderno was to build twenty years later, did not yet exist, nor did Gian Lorenzo Bernini’s famous colonnades. Fontana first had a wooden obelisk erected to test the effect in front of the church, then he aligned the obelisk along the longitudinal axis. Pope Sixtus V had a special request, the implementation of which still fascinates people in St Peter's Square today: the obelisk should appear as if it were floating elegantly, supported only by the Pope's heraldic animal, the lion.


The pope and Fontana had confidently decided to have grandstands erected; the Romans were to have the chance to witness the greatest spectacle since antiquity. The pope and his engineer obviously ruled out the possibility of them witnessing a failure. However, absolute silence had to prevail while the obelisk was being erected, so that the orders of the individual commanders standing at the winches could always be heard clearly. Horses and men then began to pull on the ropes.


At that moment, a sailor called Benedetto Bresca, who sailed along the Ligurian coast daily, realised that the hemp ropes were getting too hot. Bresca knew from his experience at sea that hemp ropes can catch fire if they are subjected to too much stress. He shouted across the square: "Water on the ropes!" The chief engineer understood how dangerous the situation was and had the ropes soaked with water. If they had caught fire, the obelisk would have fallen over, which, apart from the obvious disaster, would undoubtedly have cost the lives of many people. When the obelisk was finally in place, the pope summoned the sailor. Benedetto Bresca feared he would be hanged because he had broken the silence ban, but Sixtus V thanked him and declared that he could make a wish. Since Benedetto Bresca had palm trees in a small garden in his home town, he requested that his family would supply palm branches to the popes for Palm Sunday in return for a good fee. This arrangement lasted for centuries, until all suppliers to the court lost their privileges during the Second Vatican Council."
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