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CHAPTER I

––––––––

Pisa is a beautiful city to the northeast of Italy, located in the Tuscany region.  

Tuscany is a region replete of soft uneven landscapes, where the sun is always shining but which is only very hot in summer. It is located in the central north-western area of the Italian peninsula, south of the Emilia-Romaña region, to the north of Lacio and to the east of the Mediterranean Sea (known as the Liguria Sea in that area).  

The Apennines Mountains cross the eastern areas, some of them being very high, with wintery frozen weather.  

Wind, rain and snow storms form on the peaks of the Apennines from autumn until spring. This stops the Mediterranean heat, which is very intense during the summer, from spreading far away from the coast, causing the Tuscan climate to be cooler, even cold.   

Tuscany is a beautiful region. It has many small cork oak and fir tree forests. As well as large uneven plains of damp grasslands where the cows and sheep graze lazily.  

There are many hills and most of them are covered with wheat sprigs.  

During the springtime, the entire region flourishes and shines with ochre, blue, green and golden iridescences, with the grey tinted and monumental background of the Apennines Mountains.  

The city of Pisa is located in the northeast region. It is not very large. 

But it is pretty and well kept. There are no skyscrapers or tall buildings.  

Most of the city is made up of buildings constructed in the Middle Ages, its era of pure splendor. When one walks through the old alleys and back streets, one can be under the impression of going back in time.  

It is not a highly populated city. Currently, its inhabitants do not surpass two hundred thousand.  

It is very close to the coast known as the Liguria Sea, located between the French coastline, to the north and west, to the Italian coastline, to the north and east and the French island of Corsica to the south.   

Many years ago, it could be seen on the sea itself. And it was once an important port in times before those of the Roman Empire.  

However, due to the effects of the estuary flood of the River Arno, which crosses the city, this began to recede inland bit by bit. 

Thus today, it can be found a few kilometers away from the coast, when, as we said before, it was once located on the sea line.  

The first news of the city goes back to the third century B.C, a time in which it was dominated by Rome, as was the rest of Italy.  

In the year 225 B.C., after the invasion of the north of Italy by the Gallic nation, the Roman consul, Atilius Regulus, who came from Rome at the head of a large war fleet made up of triremes, chose to disembark his legions, with who he later fought against the invaders, who only left the country after having burnt and plundered the small towns and villages of northern Italy.   

The Roman cavalry chased them but, it would appear that the sly Gallic's were much faster, as they did not catch them.  

Nor did they chase them any further than the Alps, which were a natural barrier that was practically unbreakable, especially for an entire army.  

Due to its proximity to the sea, the port of Pisa helped the city to prosper rapidly.  

The people of Pisa became excellent sailors and fishermen. 

The two main concepts that helped the quick development of Pisa's economy were fishing, on one hand, and the construction of ships, on the other. 

As the economy developed, the city also obtained political influence, which helped with the creation of a large army, mostly made up of mercenaries.  

These circumstances led Pisa to establish itself as an independent kingdom, becoming a polis or city-State, governed more or less democratically by the commune, town hall or senate, free from the influences of other republics and monarchies, like those of Venice, Genoa, Milan and Florence.  

It is true that, in the Middle Ages, prosperity inexorable caused nations to be envied by other towns, cities and States.  

In the Eleventh century, it was besieged by the Lombard's (auto proclaimed Longobards), a nation of Germanic origin that invaded northern Italy, where they founded important cities and established a kingdom, Lombardy (the region still has this name, with its capital in Milan).   

Thus Pisa had to form an alliance with Genoa and the Holy Roman Empire. 

The German emperor, Frederick I Barbarossa, sovereign of the Holy Roman Empire, was generous with them, as he was a profound Christian believer.  

He was as Christian as his army permitted him to be, which was not a lot, as, on many occasions, governors had to make State decisions that could be, at times, not at all humanitarian and especially not virtuous, like declaring war or signing death sentences. 

The Lombard's were his subjects, but they rebelled against his authority and, after fleeing to Italy, they implemented an independent State. 

Emperor Barbarossa did not tolerate this and took advantage when a Pisan embassy asked for his help against the Lombard's to raise his army and march with it to the peninsula, to put an end to the rebels.  

This was not an easy task, but he managed to free Pisa from being annexed with Lombardy. And forced the Lombard's to withdraw to the north.  

At a later date, the same emperor led a crusade against the Muslims in the Holy Land. 

He headed towards the Bosporus (European part of today's Turkey) and fought with the Seljuk's, who he defeated on one occasion.   

However, he was later defeated during a second great battle, that of the River Salef. 

It was a disaster for the crusades and probably for the whole of Christianity. 

The emperors' regiments, and the emperor himself, were forced to retreat in disbandment towards the river, faced with the unstoppable force of the Muslims.  

Unorganized, desperate and less in numbers, they were forced to enter the water in the attempt to reach the opposite shore, most of them drowning due to the weight of their armor, shields and weaponry they were carrying. The emperor was among those who died, swallowed by the murky and deep waters of the River Salef.  

When the troops that had been stationed in Pisa left, the city tries once again to establish itself as an independent State.  

But, by then, the cities riches had caught the attention of other Tuscan cities, such as Florence, Arezzo, Lucca and Siena, causing them to fight in a series of wars and military campaigns against them, which bled the public safes dry, reduced their prosperity and caused high mortality rate throughout the nation of Pisa.  

Weakened and ruined, Pisa was besieged once again in the thirteenth century, this time by the Genoese nation, their once before allies.  

It did not take long for the Genoese to break the defense lines and sweep through the city with fire and blood, completely destroying it.  

The committed atrocities against the people of Pisa, who were almost completely annihilated.  

The Sforza family, one of the most powerful families in Italy during that era, took over the city. And the members put an absolutist regime in place, reactivating the economy of the city and rebuilding the city itself.  

It was during that time (more or less) that the construction of their exceptional Romanesque cathedral was carried out, along with the, not less exceptional, campanille or Leaning Tower, one of the most famous and unique monuments of Europe and the entire world.  

It is a large, circular tower, which stands eight stories high, very wide, with windows and corridors, built next to the temple, and somewhat bigger than this.  

It is of Romanesque style, although it does have some Gothic influence. And it is still an enigma how, given its highly noticeable inclination, it has not fallen in over 900 years.  

But once again, Pisa suffered the attacks of gold and power thirsty princes.  

During the government of Catarina Sforza Riera, the city was object to an armed aggression carried out by the troops belonging to the Duke of Valentino, César Borgia, who, in alliance with his father, pope Alexander VI (Rodrigo Borgia, of Spanish descent), and with Louis XII, king of France, tried to overtake Tuscany to found his own State.   

Pisa then had to ask Florence for aid.  

And this was not given freely.  

Their ambassador said to Catarina Sforza:

-Madam duchess. César Borgia's armies are formidable. Not only due to their elevated number of troops, which is much greater than ours, but also due to horrible ethics of their soldiers and mercenaries. They are barbaric professionals, madam duchess, true miscreants, who do not fight for ideals but for money, who have no hesitation to murdering and raping civilians. I fear that they will destroy Pisa and kill all of its inhabitants. He has already done so in Rímini and in Pesaro. I feel pessimistic about your city, Madame.  

Catarina Sforza was, above all, an aristocrat. But she did not have full understanding of the roughness and inhumanity of exterior politics, which was no doubt the cruelest and most selfish of them all.  

Miss Sforza, brought up and educated among cottons, silks and perfumes, enjoyed the finer things that came with power, the court, the riches, the charming courtiers, the banquettes and parties in her honor, in which she was considered the most beautiful and elegant of all of the women present.  

Bus she detested government issues, in which she was highly incompetent. Although she loved the city and the people like a mother somewhat set apart from her family.  

And she replied to the Florentine diplomat:  

-Mister ambassador, your fears are most certain and, of course, I too, share them. And I must add that the ethics of Valentino's troops are exactly the same as those of Valentino himself, a bandit, a murderer and a rapist. How could his soldiers not be the mirror image of himself? We can expect no less of them. But that is precisely the reason why I begged for you come from Florence to meet with me. Sir, Pisa needs the help of Florence, or it will disappear entirely.   

-Duchess. These are difficult times and Florence has its own problems. Venice and Genoa are not ceasing to grow. The venetian fleet, for example, has extended throughout the east of the Mediterranean. It has even reached the Anatolia borders, where the doge's ambassadors where received by the sultan, who later signed important business agreements. And after Marco Polo's visit to China, from this faraway Asian land, which is still subjugated by the Mongols, they import high quality silks, with which they are now controlling the main fabric markets for the European nobility. And the Genoese have managed to impose over most of the western lands of the Mediterranean. They have opened offices in the south of France, and in Castile, where they control the sheep wool and mining markets. I insist, your Excellency, that this situation, which is dangerous for the interests of Florence, forces us to concentrate on counteracting the influence of Venice and Genoa.   

-But mister ambassador, my city could easily help you by joining forces against the threat of the Genoese and Venetians. Please remember that Genoa betrayed us once before and that we fought against them in a great war. Pisa is capable of, firstly, serving as a base for the Florence fleet and, secondly, sending soldiers from our city.  

The Florentine ambassador, skilled in relationships of those in power, wise and truly renowned for obtaining the best possible results in the negotiations for his homeland, realized that the naive aristocrat from Pisa has already landed in the place he wanted her to from the beginning. And he said:  

-Hmm. I had not thought of that, Excellency. But it does sound interesting, initially. I must, however, inform my superiors before making a decision, even though I am authorized to do so.  

-Mister ambassador, there is no time. Valentino's armies are just a day and a half away from here. They will be here by dawn two days from now. It is imperative that you and I come to an agreement now, to give the Florence army enough time to get here. We can resist the first attacks but, if your nation does not come, we will be destroyed.  

-I don't know, I don't know, duchess. 

Catarina Sforza lost control.

She paled. 

She was scared. Desperate. 

And faced with the torturing and prolonged doubts of the Florentine diplomat, she shouted: 

-For the love of God, ambassador! I beg you! I beg! Ask me for anything!  

-Very well, Excellency. Sign this document. Florence will send its army to defend Pisa. And in exchange, Pisa will lose its independence and will form part of the State of Florence. Thus, this will become Florence.  

-So be it! –Catarina Sforza said.

And so it was done.

César Borgia rode to the front of 25.000 soldiers, riding a white horse that was richly embellished with red and maroon emblems of his duchy, with a silver armor that shone like a blue-green lightning bolt in the dawning sun.  

He was a cruel, proud and avaricious man. A man with no qualms.

He ordered the first attack from his archers on Pisa.  

Then a second, with catapults that shot large balls of fire, and with assault towers, filled with soldiers with ladders and hooks. 

The Pisan crossbowmen were outflanked in the first assault waves of Valentino's terrible infantry, toughened by the many military campaigns with which they have managed to overtake central areas of the Italian peninsula, from Rome towards the north.  

But then the Florentine's attacked from the rear, as agreed between the duchess and the ambassador, and they attacked their rear-guard by surprise, completely destroying it.  

That left the assaulting infantry between two lines of fire. Both the vanguard and the rear-guard of Valentino's army were destroyed.  
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