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			Preface 

			by Angelo Mazzoli

			Myths, fables, and popular stories are our first conscious form of fiction. Since television or various forms of family entertainment did not exist in the early days, the great patriarchal families would gather around the hearth in the evening. Here, the old men told the stories and tales they had learned from their fathers, who learned them from their ancestors...and so on.

			Knowledge relied on oral tradition and so children learned, in their turn, the ancient legends. Then, when they grew into adulthood, they too told the old stories, perhaps enriched and expanded more and more through added fantasy, new characters, and fresh adventures.

			The most important scholar of Italian language and literature, Natalino Sapegno, expressed this sentiment with these significant words: “The people have their own culture, rich in legends, stories, poems, and proverbs that constitute a literary and moral heritage that is usually little known, but which actually reveals a very interesting realm, a real world to discover, to love, to study.” Sapegno affirms a great truth, which has deeply permeated my own literary awareness and rational moral motivations. Over time, I have discovered that this great culture is not only the vast fruit of communities, groups, and aggregations, but also reflects the mnemonic preservation and fervid creative imagination of individuals and entire human communities.

			Each myth you’ll find in these pages represents nothing more than reality, in all its humblest and saddest details, transfigured and elevated to legend through a process of extreme simplification and unstudied representation (as for all the very rich Greek mythology I have loved so much).

			The stories I share with you are a compilation of narratives my aunt Faustina (who passed away at the venerable age of one hundred) told me when I was small, and which she then repeated to me when I was an adult and she was very old (physically ill, but mentally very lucid). Her memory had remained surprisingly unchanged. Indeed, it seemed to gain precision over time, so much so that her stories became enriched with particular references to real facts and characters, along with expansions and fantastical variations (local legends born in different times and places). I listened more and more intensely, sharing with her the loneliness of old age, which became mine as well. So I often remembered the musings of the great Greek philosopher Aristotle, who had this to say: “The more lonely I become, the more I love myths.” Meanwhile, I’ve read that the American psychoanalyst and philosopher James Hillman stated: “Anything that is true always has a mythical component … truth is only what is mythical,” and I share these principles deeply.

			Referring to the vast Greek mythology, the famous Italian writer Cesare Pavese, expressed a similar thought, asserting: “Could I give up such a wealth of stories? Of course not!” I am a firm believer that we cannot—indeed, must not—give up these stories. For millennia, stories have been part of our civilization. They are a universal encyclopedia of symbols and themes, of adventures and events, of the most authentic human experience, without fictions, mystifications, without prejudices.

			 So this complete collection of popular legends and stories represents for me a precious family inheritance, a social cross-section of affections and worries—elements that have contributed, in a rather weighty way, to building the basis of my cultural knowledge. On this I then applied notions of study, research, and education.

			In these stories, you’ll find my soul’s matter, the words that have impacted my life choices—private, civil, and even political. From my own experience, I’ve seen how fables reveal significant aspects (otherwise veiled, hidden, unconscious, denied, or unconfessed) of everyday reality. In this way, they are a sublime projection of the collective soul, a kind of living organism expressed in a narrative form that fascinates and enchants.

			I hasten to add that storytelling has another benefit, that of illuminating and preserving facets of local time and place. Who knows if, compared to the official and documented story often dubbed as “true” (though often manipulated by bias), the “popular” tale may offer more honest truths. In this sense, stories that have come to us from the earliest beginnings develop a universal hue—from those poetically sung by Homer to those found in the extraordinary preachings of Christ, both not written by the authors (who might have been illiterate). Their narratives were passed down orally before finally being transcribed.

			So my Zia Faustina told her stories, as I listened, rapt.

			Telling and listening, the basis of a magnificent teaching relationship, one defined by an exciting transference. Much like a theatrical or cinematographic performance where the beholder might sit on an heirloom stool, a Renaissance banquette, a noble lounge, but above all, in the poor country houses, around the hearth with aged people speaking in warm and persuasive voices.

			Similarly, my Zia Faustina and I, in the storytelling world we built together.

			Telling and listening: rare nowadays with new means of communication, distant and impersonal.

			Telling and listening: two vital functions without which truth loses all meaning.
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			Introduction 

			by Michelle Damiani

			My friendship with Angelo Mazzoli began on the terrace of Spello’s Bar Tullia. I’d been advised by several people to seek Angelo out for Italian lessons, with an inevitable lift of the eyebrow, suggesting that in Angelo I’d find more than a retired school teacher. A grab of my elbow with a whispered, “That’s Angelo!” and I turned to introduce myself. His grey ponytail, hat cocked over his eye, multitude of scarves, and t-shirt festooned with flags of the world led me to believe Angelo might track a little left of center.

			I had no idea.

			Angelo became my teacher. Then, in rapid succession, he became my family’s guide, a connection to our new home, an object lesson in open-hearted living, and an introduction to a new way of thinking. In short, I found in Angelo a trusted friend, one that blurs the line into family.

			He drove me to the hospital when my husband had pneumonia, translating Folignese medical Italian into the comforting dialect of Spello. He hunted all over town, more than once, to find my cat running loose over the medieval rooftops. He sat down with my children before their first day of public school and drilled them on how to ask to use the bathroom. He called a friend to ask how to cook a recipe I was curious about and then delivered spoonfuls of my finished product all over Spello until people were shouting at my arrival, “cotiche!” Pig skin. There are probably worse things to be known for, but there are no doubt better. He taught my son the finer points of scopa so Gabe could best the old men on Tullia’s patio, one of them Angelo’s brother. How Angelo delighted in Marcello’s pretended disgust when he lost. Time and again, our Italian lesson end time vanished, forgotten, as we talked about poetry and spirituality and how they meet in literature.

			So it should come as no surprise that when I wrote my memoir about living, eating, and growing in Spello, Angelo quickly became my readers’ favorite local “character.” His wisdom, his heart, they transcend the page. That summer I launched my book, Il Bel Centro: A Year in the Beautiful Center, Angelo paced up and down via Giulia with a pile of my books under his arm, drumming up enthusiasm and soliciting donations for the launch party held in Spello’s main piazza.

			Once I returned to Charlottesville, Virginia, Angelo sent me a video message via a friend. In this video, Angelo sits at his familiar wooden desk, surrounded by his books and mementos, trinkets and paintings. He laughs, teasing me about whether I’m keeping up with my Italian and remembering my refusal to learn the remote past, grows serious when he talks of missing me and the family, and then he said, (this is a translation, as Angelo’s English extends to “underground” and “true love” despite the number of times he asked me to write an English word down in his notebook): “Michelle, I see you are no longer writing about your life in Spello. Of course. You are in America now. But let me offer a piece of advice. Invent something.”

			So I did, writing first a series set in the fictional town of Santa Lucia, modeled heavily on Spello (the sensitive reader will be able to answer the question that Angelo asked when he first held my novel in his hands, “I wonder if I am in these pages?” Oh, yes.) and now a cozy mystery series set in another fictional town around the mountain from Spello, called Aramezzo, as it resembles Armenzano, a town I first visited with Angelo because he believed it important for my local education.

			As I’ve often said, everyone needs an Angelo. I can’t understand what I did in my lifetime or any other to deserve the gift of his warm friendship, his unflagging support, his generous wisdom, his resonant stories.

			It’s those stories that prompt me to write these words today. In lesson after lesson, and later, in car rides and boat rides and over meals, Angelo’s stories hold the power to captivate. We’d be having pizza at L’Orlando Furioso and he’d yank our arms to pull us across the street to see the place where Orlando, treasured soldier in Charlemagne’s army, made a hole in the wall with his violent stream of piss. We’d laugh at the story, and then talk about the meaning, why the story was important in the hearts and minds of locals, why storytelling itself served a vital purpose.

			Then, four years ago, on a visit back to Spello, Angelo asked me if I might be interested in writing a book together, where he’d offer the stories in Italian and I’d make them readable for an English-speaking audience. I accepted, but, truth be told, I didn’t think much of it. The man doesn’t have email or even What’s App (where he finds old-style push button phones, I have no idea). It seemed a statistical improbability that our lives would intersect enough for such a project.

			I suppose we can thank the pandemic for these words you’re reading now. It’s nice to thank the pandemic for something, isn’t it? You see, my family planned another year abroad for 2020-2021, this time a trip around the world, a month in each of twelve different places from Scotland to Bosnia to Japan to Argentina. The pandemic mocked our assumptions that people could effortlessly glide from place to place with nothing more than an up-to-date passport. Ha!

			As walls closed in, we realized that with my husband and children’s Italian citizenship (acquired during our first stay in Spello), Italy’s door stood open. The instant the idea turned into an option, it ceased to feel like a consolation prize and started to feel like we won the lottery. With my youngest battling long-COVID (which resolved once we landed in Italy, I credit Nutella and Italian sunshine), and formerly basic tasks like picking up toilet paper now requiring a Herculean effort, none of us even wanted to think about traveling here, there, and everywhere. It’s hard to grieve what you no longer want. In Spello, we would get a year away, but with a support network, a language we could manage, and a hospital system that felt familiar (the hidden boon of that bout with pneumonia, I suppose).

			Angelo showed up at our gate soon after we arrived and my youngest leapt at the idea of studying Italian with him. We’d all lost much of our facility with the language in the intervening seven years, and with Gabe homeschooling, he relished the opportunity to get some of his Italian back.

			Angelo asked if I’d be up for working on that book together and I said, “sure,” all the while thinking to myself, “It’s a lovely notion. But it’s a pandemic and this eighty-year-old man has enough to be getting on with.” So I laughed in surprise when my son came back from an Italian lesson with a handful of walnuts and pages of a typewritten (the n’s quivering from that ancient machine) story about an enormous hen living in the caves below Spello.

			My Italian admittedly isn’t great. This could not be a secret to Angelo who eventually had to give up, you remember, teaching me the remote past because it refused to penetrate the thick walls of my brain. So, I wondered, why did Angelo ask me? After all, there are many residents of Spello in possession of dual language skills that could have translated his work with nary a hiccup.

			I believe the answer lies with the crow.

			Long ago, during my first sojourn in Spello, when Angelo and I talked about poetry, I shared with him a poem I’d written about a crow taking flight with something shiny in its beak. A nothing poem, I thought. But he loved it and we spent an entertaining hour translating it together, talking about rhythm and cadence and a meaning that hits you between the ribs. Angelo leaned back and stared at me. The moment lay charged, heavy, a breath between storytellers, two lovers of language, two open-hearted humans. We share a sensibility, Angelo and I, and I like to think it was that sensibility that prompted him to ask me, four years ago, if we could work on this project together.

			While honored that Angelo trusted me with his stories, the ones he learned at the knee of his Zia Faustina, I didn’t know how to begin. A direct translation could be gained by Google Translate. I began there, fiddling with the words I knew meant something different to Spellani. Slow-going, and anyway, I realized that the straight translation didn’t captivate the way Angelo’s stories had the power to do.

			I’ve learned from talking to other people translating the words of beloved Italian family members, I’m not alone in this experience. English speakers spin a yarn differently. A straight translation of the Italian words, with their tightening concentric circles to the conclusion, would baffle an English speaker, used to a more linear progression. English speakers prefer an active voice, one that creates a taut narrative style. These differing writing conventions would lose an English-speaking reader, and they’d miss Angelo’s storytelling magic. I began to understand that I couldn’t do a straight translation without it ringing wrong. There would be no cohesive cadence, no alliteration … no poetry.

			So I asked my eldest son, Nicolas, to translate the first pass. At twenty-three, he had enough training in Italian with his year of Italian public school and then three additional years of lessons that earned him top marks on the Advanced Placement Italian examination. Plus, he loves Angelo, so he’d respect his maestro’s words. Nicolas did me one better, looking up reference sources mentioned by Angelo to bring in context, highlighting where a word could have more than one meaning.

			When we told Angelo Nicolas would do the straight translation, Angelo sat back, pleased. It became clear that Angelo didn’t choose me to translate his stories to English because of my prodigious skills (snort of laughter here), but rather he trusted me with his stories because of his faith in the oral tradition.

			Stories handed down from generation to generation aren’t identical in each retelling. The order of the story might change, or the color of the hair, or the words used to express a heart breaking. Specific words aren’t the point.

			The story, the story, is the point.

			And I believe he trusted me, storyteller to storyteller, to lean into those legends and myths that have lived so long within him. He believed in my capacity to move an English speaker to feel about his stories the way that we do. There is a feeling when you are sitting across a desk from Angelo, listening to his careful cadence and watching his eyes dance behind his overlarge glasses, decorated with bits of foil to make them his own.

			It is that feeling, that Angelo, I aim to offer you. More than a word-for-word translation, I aim to translate his voice, his heart.

			After all, Angelo would be the first to tell you that the way a story is told informs you as much about the speaker as it does about the popular traditions behind the stories. So in these pages, you’ll learn about the customs and beliefs and stories of a village in the heart of Italy, but you’ll also learn how one man comes to terms with those stories, how he has used them to understand his own life, to create a window, a lens through which he sees the world. Reading my adaptation of his words, I hope you’ll see my Angelo in your mind’s eye, springing onto a boulder to point out where the devil once danced, or flinging his car into park to lift his eyes to where the Nottolina met her tragic fate. I hope his stories bring the man behind them into the light. Angelo is one of a kind, both of Spello and completely his own. After all, how many men do you know who can quote Turkish poets and in the same breath wax rhapsodic about the movie “The Bodyguard,” which he catches whenever it shows on Rai 1?

			My job is to bring both Angelos’ stories, and Angelo, to you, English-speaking reader. I hope you read a story and feel as spellbound as I do when I sit across his wide wooden desk, the room thick with magic. I hope each story feels as much of a gift for you as it did for me, carried in the hands of my son with the omnipresent handful of walnuts. The drawings Angelo made to go with each story, consider those another layer of the gift of his storytelling.

			While I offer you here my lens on Angelo’s lens on his Zia Faustina’s lens, it’s important to me to include the original, Angelo’s words. Students of Italian, I encourage you to read Angelo’s narrative, unfettered by my editing hand. There are words that have no English equivalent that will delight those who study Italian. Animalaccio is one example. As long as your meaning is similar to my version, I’d consider that you nailed it.

			And really, isn’t that the point of language learning? I know when I’m standing in line at the fruttivendolo and chatting with a neighbor, I can’t snag on an unfamiliar word, lest I run the risk of the conversation running on without me. Rather, it’s become a kind of practice to soften the aural equivalent of a gaze, to allow the words to ripple around me, to stay present with the lady telling me which kinds of mountain greens are the sweetest.

			As you can imagine, I am both humbled and honored to be entrusted with these stories. I know of so many villages where no one thought enough of the lore to chronicle it and now their legends are lost to, as Angelo would say, “the mists of time.” We are lucky that Angelo was raised by his Zia Faustina, a natural storyteller. We are lucky that Angelo loved the stories, so much that he asked for them to be repeated, over and over, sometimes in the same sitting. We are lucky that Angelo has lived his long life, long enough to cross into the age where there is an upswell of interest in the stories of yore.

			I hope you notice how many of those stories share similarities with the ancient legends you’ve grown up hearing. Angelo shows us that the themes we return to again and again are the themes that resonate. In that way, we can understand that our lives, our lives are the stuff of legend. By listening and telling what’s in our hearts, we keep ourselves pivoted toward shore.

			All we need is a whimsical eye, a curious ear, and a passion for storytelling to make even our own lives worth the title of legend. Perhaps these stories will enliven you with curiosity for your own family lore—if now you’ll run a finger over old family photographs. In the challenging head tilt, perhaps you’ll see a flash of Zia Faustina. In the crinkle of an eye, perhaps Angelo’s irascible grandfather, forever on the hunt for the Regolo.

			I wonder, what family stories will we hand down? What stories will become our own legends?

			Gentle Reader, this is all to say, I hope to excite curiosity for not just the pink-hued walls of Spello, but for the beating heart of storytelling all around you. I hope that in reading these stories, you feel Angelo, and the whispers of the history he carries in his heart. Surely and firmly as a handful of walnuts, ready for feasting.

			And now, much as when Angelo and I shared the microphone all those years ago as I read my poem to an assembly and he read the Italian translation, I’m going to turn the mic to Angelo and let his storytelling take it from here.
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			Zia Faustina

			Tales from my Zia Faustina
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			The Devil’s Rock

			Long ago, Spello had no regulated water companies. Therefore, townspeople needed a stable water supply. Yes, the Roman Aqueduct delivered some water, but it often failed to provide enough for general needs and couldn’t connect to every home. The people of Spello mostly relied on fountains close to the city, such as Fontemonte, Bulgarella, and Fontevecchia. Though in times of great drought, even these provided no more than a trickle.

			Meanwhile, a rich and luxuriant spring could be found outside Spello’s Montanara gate, beyond viale Poeta, just above the beginning of via degli Ulivi (the so-called Stradetta di Assisi). This flat terracing along the hillside afforded Spellani pleasant and healthy walks with panoramic views over the Umbrian valley. Within a hilly escarpment, fresh water rushed through a tunnel, immediately in front of a two-meter high rocky spur known as “Lo Scoglio” (The Rock). This stony ridge thrust out of the earth like a tooth, in rugged contrast to the swelling landscape of Subasio mountain between Spello and the reddish silhouette of Assisi. This is, incidentally, where our best olive trees grow.

			Popular legends allege that on this very rocky outcropping, in gentle, green Umbria, right in the heart of Francis’s territory, the Devil made a home. As the story goes, the aforementioned spring was hotly contested by the people of Spello and the people of nearby Capitan Loreto. The latter circulated a rumor that on cold and stormy nights, many swore to have seen the Devil, crouched on the rock, ready to seize any unlucky water collector. The story grew, and people insisted the Devil drank fresh water from the spring before reclining on the rock as if it were a throne. As the news spread, Spellani grew reluctant to approach the spring, frightened by the possibility of confronting the demon. Therefore, they suffered from scarce water supply, creating serious problems in nutrition and hygiene. They needed a solution … but what?

			An elderly stonemason stepped forward. Though he demonstrated great skill with his hammer and chisel, he lived in shabby conditions, hungry and alone. With nothing to lose, he presented himself to the Spellani community with a proposal: “I own nothing. My end will be miserable, regardless, so if I am given some humble lodging and a bit of money, I will free the spring from the presence of the Devil.”

			The people of Spello gladly accepted, asking the stonemason for his plan. He replied he couldn’t possibly share his trade secret. No, the people must remain calm and trust him to honor his commitment. What the people didn’t know was that the poor man’s wise and prescient grandmother had told him many stories about the Devil. So he knew the Devil fled when faced with a necklace of garlic, and above all, the figure of a cross.

			One fine morning, the poor man draped a long braid of garlic around his neck. Then he took up his hammer and chisel, and, after drinking a good flask of wine to bolster his courage, he walked through Porta Montanara and headed for the Rock and the Spring. When he arrived at the rocky spur, he carved a beautiful cross in the stone, finishing the work as day faded. As the sun set, the Devil appeared. The frightening figure stood motionless, heaving fire and threatening lightning. The Devil tried to attack the poor man, but the stench of garlic stopped him. He recovered with a whip of flames and tried to burn the stonemason, but the flames illuminated the sacred cross and that’s when the miracle happened. The etching in the stone forced the Devil to retreat, howling a terrible scream heard throughout Spello. His cry burned the olive trees, and he fled from the rock, leaving nothing but smoke and ashes.

			From that day forth, the Devil no longer appeared in that place!

			At first, the people of Spello still hesitated to venture to the Scoglio, hardly trusting their sudden safety. Gradually, they grew more reassured and returned to the spring to draw on that fresh, copious, and ever-running water. Relieved and grateful, they fulfilled their promise to the stonemason, offering him a peaceful and dignified retirement. The once poor man lived a long life—appreciated, esteemed, and respected by all, with a veneration bordering on the reverence usually reserved for saints.

			The story always left me with questions. When did these events happen? What was the name of the stonemason? Does he have descendants and relatives?

			The details, of course, remain cloaked in the mists of mystery and time. Yet, they are the ingredients that lend meaning and historical credibility to all popular fairy tales. Here are three truths that lend credence to this myth. If you pass through Spello’s Montanara gate in the direction of Capitan Loreto and walk for just fifteen minutes, you’ll find the spring itself (the entrance is now barred with a metal door, unfortunately, to prevent entrance to the tunnel and its dangers), the rock that resembles a red stone tooth, and, most importantly, a perfect cross carved on the rock’s side.

			You can touch the engraved furrows of that cross. As you run your fingers over the intersecting arms, think of how that gesture summons the ability to banish, if not the fairy-tale satanic figure, at least the never-ending demonic whispers that can, despite ourselves, block our paths. It is a simple gesture to avert evil, to invite good wishes and hope.

			Every time I remember this legend, I feel benevolence for the poor stonemason. To me, he will always represent the happy union of humanity and civic solidarity. Here is a savior who is not a knight in arms, a prince, a valiant warrior. Instead, the champion of this story is a humble person who placed only courage on the scales of his miserable life, guaranteeing his eventual dignity and respect.

			Finally, a story where a simple man becomes a hero … or rather, an earthly man who, supported by his people, channels his own holiness to triumph over darkness.
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			The Paladin Orlando, the Urination, 
and the Prison

			Charlemagne, king of the Franks, had become the most powerful leader in Europe. Once he conquered most of the central continent, he made his way down the Italian peninsula, toward Rome, to be crowned Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire by Pope Leo III.

			But our story begins even before this, when the aristocracy imprisoned Pope Leo III, accusing him of perjury and scandalous behavior. Locking him in the monastery of Santo Erasmo, the uprising wanted to gouge out his eyes and cut out his tongue—the Byzantine Empire’s usual punishment of high dignitaries, as it saved them from the sin of murder. Before they could mete out their torture, two Frankish messengers freed Leo III and accompanied him to Paderborn. There Leo III met Charlemagne, and relayed the story of his imprisonment, but added a bit of dramatic flair by telling the tale as if his eyes and tongue had actually been torn out, but then miraculously healed by Saint Peter. Shortly after, a delegation of the conspirators arrived, denying to Charlemagne that they’d carried out the planned mutilations.

			At this point, it fell to Charlemagne to act as judge and untangle the awkward situation. After consulting with the trusted Alcuin, the sovereign ordered that the pope be returned to Rome along with various (Charlemagne-appointed) commissioners to shed light on the accusations made by Leo’s enemies.

			A few months passed and still the situation remained unclear. Nonetheless, Charlemagne determined to absolve Leo of all charges and to resettle him in his papal functions. So Charlemagne arrived in Rome on November 23, 800 AD, welcomed with full honors by Leo III, who traveled to meet his sovereign about twelve miles outside the city.

			On December 1, Charlemagne formed a Council to pass judgment on the accusations against the pope. At the conclusion of that meeting, the assembly maintained that no one had the power to judge the pope or demonstrate his guilt. They declared, “We do not exercise judgment over the apostolic office situated at the head of all the churches. In fact, it is we who are judged by it and by its vicar, while it is not subjected to any judgment, according to the ancient custom.”

			In thanks for the sovereign’s enormous favor, on Christmas day in the year 800, Pope Leo III placed a crown upon Charlemagne’s head. The ceremony may have been a bit impromptu, but still included the ritual anointment with sacred oil. The people, represented inside the basilica by the Pope’s Vatican clergy, loudly hailed Charlemagne with the title of emperor and Augustus. Then all the Roman faithful exclaimed three times with resounding voices: “To Charlemagne, most pious Augustus, great and peaceful emperor of the Romans, crowned by God, life, and victory.”

			Now, you should know whenever Charlemagne traveled down the Italian peninsula for a rendezvous in Rome, he sent an advance team to evaluate the unknown routes, uncertain and dangerous roads, unsafe towns and cities, and primitive places inhabited by hostile populations. He assigned his trusted paladin, also known as peers or knights, to head these advance teams of soldiers. One company, before one such journey to Rome, came through Spello, this one captained by Orlando, also known as Roland.

			Orlando was born in Sutri, at least as the story which has been handed down from father to son for generations has told. The legend of Orlando’s birth has its roots in the ninth century after Christ, more than a thousand years ago. Popular tradition has it that Orlando’s mother, Berta, was sister to Emperor Charlemagne. She fell in love with Milone, a leader without nobility, but widely recognized for his valor. Charlemagne rejected a union between the two and expelled them from court. Milone decided to travel to Rome to ask the pope to intercede. On their way, Berta gave birth to Orlando in a cave outside of Sutri. The boy grew up in the town of his birth and stood out among his peers for his impressive physical strength, dexterity, and courage.

			One day, Charlemagne passed through Sutri and the young Orlando, dressed as a servant, snuck into the court banquet and stole, with lightning speed, the king’s cup. Even as he was drinking! The sovereign of the Franks was not angry. On the contrary, he challenged the young man to duplicate the feat the next day. Orlando repeated the trick, and afterward the king’s loyalists stopped him, recognizing his mother, Berta. They interceded to seek reconciliation between the siblings, and so Orlando entered into the good graces of his uncle.

			Charlemagne used his nephew’s skills strategically in the theaters of combat against the Moors, the battles that eventually turned Orlando into a legend. This lasted until the battle of Roncesvalles in the Pyrenees between France and Spain. It was here that Orlando met his death from exhaustion while playing the Olifante, the powerful horn that warned Charlemagne’s rear guard of the Moors’ arrival. This time, unfortunately, the beloved horn did not save them from defeat.

			The Orlando myth easily captures the imagination. From the stories, we know Orlando was an imposing man, very strong, courageous, bold, and unscrupulous to the point of being scandalous.

			He always carried with him a sword with extraordinary powers, called “Durlindana,” an enchanted blade that was said to have belonged to the mythical Trojan hero Hector. With this sword, Orlando broke boulders and created chasms.

			We know Orlando rode the tempestuous steed “Baiardo.” We also know every important communication between Orlando and King Charlemagne occurred through that hunting horn made from the tusk of an elephant, the Olifante, whose bellow could cross seas and mountains (perhaps the prodigious ancestor of the latest generation of modern mobile phones!).

			The actual existence of the paladin Orlando is historically documented by numerous representations scattered across Italy and Europe. The “Chanson de Roland,” a famous Oxford manuscript dating back to before 1800, celebrates Orlando’s exhilarating adventures. Matteo Maria Boiardo (1441-1494) composed the poem “Orlando enamored,” which sings of the paladin’s love for the beautiful Angelica, princess of the Kingdom of Cathay. Ludovico Ariosto (1474-1533), on the other hand, in his chivalrous poem “Orlando enraged,” tells of the hero’s state of madness, when he discovers Angelica is in love not with him, but with Medoro.

			You can even find traces of the legendary Orlando right here in Spello! There are two such places to find evidence of his reconnaissance mission through the area. One is at the Porta Urbica, in front of the Church of San Ventura. The church stands along the imposing Roman walls, which branch off from there toward the Porta Consolare in Piazza Kennedy. In fact, right beside the door, just two meters above the street, there is a depression in the middle of a stone block, quite deep and smooth. Well, this cavity is proof of Orlando’s famous “piss.”

			The paladin, right in that spot, having an extreme need to urinate (ictu mingendi, in Latin) leaned against the wall to calmly carry out his deed. With his vital energy and bursting virility, the thrust of his jet of urine caused that crater, now fondly woven into the annals of local history. This “find” is honored with a plaque above the marking, as well as a bas-relief illustrating Orlando’s heroic adventures and extraordinary deeds. (The engraving seems to have been made by a certain Taddeo Donnola, an erudite scholar of Spello history who lived in the 1600s).

			Finding oneself at Porta Urbica, another marvelous imprint of Orlando is not to be missed. Turning toward Assisi, near the ancient gate, there is a protrusion in the wall that marks three meters, the height of Orlando’s shoulders. Two ovoid hollows mark the height of the elbows at one meter and sixty-three centimeters. And the knee is marked about a meter high. A plaque within the church of San Ventura attests to all this.

			Still along the Roman wall, toward the right, a phallic symbol can be clearly observed. It seems Orlando was endowed with gifts even in this regard. How amusing to remember how seriously these things were taken in feudal times!

			To conclude, let us be guided by the description that the historian Giulio Urbini gives in the essay “The works of art of Spello”:

			Of the wonderful Roman walls, which can probably be attributed to the age of Augustus, only a few remains persist. A beautiful stretch, about one hundred and ten meters long and very well preserved, begins in front of the fairground, and is formed, with perfect craftsmanship, of small parallelepipeds of Subasian limestone, arranged in regular layers, of a height ranging from fifteen to thirty centimeters, and put together with very little cement, but nonetheless stable. From the foot, two or three layers, wearing a little, form into a plinth, from which, nine rows above, there is another layer that projects in the same way and that, toward the Borgo, near the dilapidated ruins of a square tower, coincides with the aforementioned plinth, which follows the slope of the road, therefore corresponding to the ancient one also in the slope. In the stretch in front of the church of S. Ventura, a couplet is carved alluding to the legend of Orlando, according to which the hole–over ninety centimeters above the ground–was produced by the fiery Paladin, ictu mingendi (best to keep to the Latin), or would indicate, according to another version, the height of his knee, like the two ovoid dimples, at one meter and sixty-three, that of the elbows, and like that of the neck would be found, at about three meters, in a protrusion elongated shape; this has instead been taken by others as “un gros phallus de pierre” (the well-mannered reader does not ask for a translation), which must have suggested to Carducci, in the Preface to the “Furioso,” the reference to Ruodlando the “giant and sinner in Spello.” (Giulio Urbini, Le Opere d’Arte di Spello, Historical Archive of Art, 1896.)

			It is easy to imagine how this complex tangle of fantastical archaeological connections arouses curiosity in visitors. In fact, an astute restaurateur opened a pizzeria across the street called “L’Orlando Furioso.” Today, this business turns a good profit, not only for the shady umbrellas and excellent menu but also thanks to the brave paladin, whose legend continues to encourage tourists to pause for a spell.

			After studying the wall and enjoying a moment reflecting on our hero’s impressive build, we can walk a bit further to arrive at another important destination for understanding Orlando’s history in Spello. Not, this time, his warlike adventures, but those associated with the fairer sex, for which Orlando suffered more than a little.

			You already know our champion was strong and courageous, but don’t neglect to remember he was also very handsome (a trait that is rarely wasted). Even as the splendid Angelica betrayed Orlando, our hero caused a massacre of female hearts in Spello. From young single women to married ladies, from stiff pastoral peasants to refined Madonnas, no woman’s heart was safe from Orlando’s fabulous seductions.

			To the men of Spello, Orlando’s animal magnetism brought a fly to their noses, and jealousy gnawed deep into their hairy chests. Therefore, they frowned upon Orlando’s presence in their neighborhood and opposed it by any possible means. They could object only privately since their rival held the title of champion of the great King Charlemagne, who was soon to pass through our city on his way to Rome. So publicly the men suffered in silence, tolerating Orlando’s excesses with more fear than respect.

			Among the ranks of lustful women, however, emerged a young girl with whom Orlando wove a deep and sincere relationship. She had a beautiful appearance and a tender heart, but alas, her severe family strongly opposed the union. Regardless, their connection strengthened day by day. Despite the necessity of remaining discreet (given how the Middle Ages regarded affairs of the heart), the lovers indulged in secret meetings that became more and more frequent.

			As famous proverbs warn, love is blind, and the heart will not be commanded. No matter the century, life finds a way. So, in any epoch, certain emotional mandates outweigh the constraints of modesty and blushing.

			Another proverb recalls, “There is a limit beyond which patience ceases to be a virtue.” Thus, the story goes on to describe how a conspiracy of young men carefully hatched a plan. Well-armed, they stealthily attacked Orlando and bound him with ropes that prevented even the slightest movement, managing—with no little effort—to lock him up in one of the two Towers of Properzio. There, in the tower closest to the walls of Spello, the men delivered Orlando blows, kicks, punches, spits, rants, and insults, to cowardly vent their accumulated anger at this fearless, fascinating seducer.

			A heavy door sealed the cell, and only a faint thread of light filtered from the tiny window, barely illuminating the space. No one can imagine the suffering endured by the poor young prisoner, accustomed to living freely in the large open spaces that suited his enormous, exuberant, and athletic stature. He suffered for many days, a phantom in that prison, alone and desperate.

			He had but one consolation. At night, his sweetheart crept under the window, discreetly calling him by beating a stone against a bucket located beside the nearby fountain. Once she secured his attention, they exchanged words of love punctuated by the passionate laments of the young man and the languid sighs of the young woman.

			Today, we like to imagine the tower’s stones still retain echoes of those heartfelt voices, the words which described a universal need for individual freedom and love, beyond all imposed limits and beyond all social conditioning.

			Was Orlando released? Surely, at least by the time King Charlemagne arrived and occupied the city. So goes the story, but legend relates an alternate version of the whole affair. In this rendition, the handsome paladin was freed by none other than his sweet lover with the help of her friends, many of whom had shared in the amorous favors of the famously fabulous lover. With this act of rebellion, the Spellani women who orchestrated Orlando’s escape repaid their friend’s grace. Moreover, they taunted their respective boyfriends and husbands.

			The popular saying is true: “When women get involved, they always know more than the devil.” 

			As legend has it, for a long time following Orlando’s departure, his poor girl continued to visit the old tower, bemoaning the happy days of her lost love. Some report that if you climb Properzio’s tower on a certain kind of night, and if you are really lucky, you may feel a stirring in your heart—the sorrowful feelings of the girl and the answering encouragement of her beloved. Anyone who suffers from lovesickness can try.

			After all, it costs nothing!
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			“Arce” or Fortress of the Cappuccini, 
and the Legend of the Hen 
with the Golden Eggs

			The Arce is the highest point of Hispellum (Spello’s Roman name). It was once the last bulwark of defense and resistance in times of siege, both in Roman and medieval eras.

			 In Roman times, it was called Arce, named for the acropolis, the citadel, or fortified area of ancient Hellenic cities. Traces of the defensive fortifications can still be seen along the side (overlooking the road) of Palazzo Preziosi. They are large blocks of stone that seem to indicate a wall around the arch itself.

			 The Arce (also called Rocca), is the highest part of the city, at 310 meters above sea level. In Roman times, it was accessed through a door called the Porta dell’Arce, today called Arco dei Cappuccini. This gate is probably from the pre-Augustan period. The ruins (including the bare double arch, with a gap for the shutter, along with the abutments) are partially buried, but well restored.

			 Next to it there is the Belvedere, from which we can enjoy one of the most beautiful views of Umbria. From this terrace you can see, looking clockwise: Montefalco, the plain leading up to the hills of Bettona and Perugia, Santa Maria degli Angeli, Assisi, and the side of Monte Subasio.

			 Below, you’ll find the ruins of the Roman amphitheater, the church of San Claudio, and Villa Fidelia with its cypresses.

			 In the immediate vicinity, to the right, there is the Torre Santa Margherita, with the ruins of the ex-monastery and the medieval walls, shut tight with a locked door.

			 Behind us there is the Albornoziana tower, occupied by the Cappuccini Convent and the church of San Severino, one of the oldest in the city, whose origins date back to the 6th century. The current building is from the 12th century. It has a Greek cross interior but has undergone radical transformations. In fact, the original entrance was on the side of the friars’ garden, where we see a beautiful façade in pure Romanesque style, with bands of white and pink stone, and an original and elegant rose window of rare design (within the circle are inserted, one inside the other, a rhombus with curved sides, a square, and a cross).

			 Beyond the garden of the Preziosi house (also known as the Venanzi house), there is a beautiful medieval tower, cylindrical in shape, also clearly visible from via Giulia, from whose terraces you can also enjoy a wonderful view of the fields rolling toward Foligno.

			 In medieval times, the fortress could be reached by way of via Giulia. Immediately before Spello’s bakery, one turned onto via Arco di Agosto, and then aimed right into a narrow alley called via Borgo della Fortezza, where two cylindrical towers are still partially visible, right on the sides of the beginning of the street.

			It is believed that secret underground exits once ran from this fortress out toward the amphitheater and the countryside below. Some hypothesize that the passage emerged through the Filena caves, next to the so-called Osteria dell’Osteriaccia building. These caves, today almost impassable due to internal collapses, included not only natural cavities but also tunnels artificially carved into the rock.

			It is said that the underground area beneath the fortress ran through the hilly rock and included a large central room. Within this cavern roosted a mythical hen that laid eggs of gold. The hen was monstrously large and her heavy eggs held magical powers. Anyone who dared to profane the secret passage had to face the powerful claws and ferocious pecks of the “monster,” who defended the golden eggs—the hidden, secret treasures of the city—from thieves and enemies. Anyone able to best the “hen” could hardly have taken away the very heavy eggs, as they were larger than the escape tunnels.

			In a deeper internal cavity, further below the terrace of the Rocca, lived an old witch. Only her guile and magic words could possibly enable the theft of the miraculous eggs. But as the story goes, theft of this treasure would lead to the death or imprisonment of all Spellani. Since this has never happened, it is assumed the gallinone (enormous hen) and her fabulous eggs must still be safe, well-protected, and hidden. What good fortune for us all!

			 As fables get handed down, from person to person, they grow richer and more fantastic. And so some versions of the story claim the hen is actually some species of dragon. In this story, the hen’s crest is said to be immeasurably large and shaggy, beams glinting from its eyes capable of freezing an intruder, and an enormous beak exhaling fearsome tongues of fire.

			 As for the witch, some tales have her similar to the sphinx of Greek lore. In this rendition, she proposes cryptic riddles before providing access to the fortress. The penalty for an incorrect guess was to be summarily tossed into a dark, bottomless pit—a kind of underground hell hole.

			And now we can link the history of Spello with the fable as played by school children. For when Spello was placed under siege by enemy forces who used fire and sword to break through the city’s entrance doors, only a lucky few managed to escape by taking refuge within the high fortress of the town, called precisely “Arce,” the last defense for the surviving population. Sometimes the fortress repelled the enemy, but other times it, too, was conquered. At this point, whoever could manage raced through the underground tunnels, thus secretly reaching the open countryside to flee to safety. Only when Spellani abandoned the city could enemies thus take possession of the giant hen and its golden eggs, thus also managing to become the new masters and lords of Spello.

			The notion of a patron deity of cities is a myth that has its roots in the mists of time. In fact, according to legend, during the Trojan war, the Achaeans learned from Elenus, son of Priam, that the city would not be conquered as long as Palladio, a wooden simulacrum of the goddess Athena, was in the city. Ulysses and Diomede then disguised themselves as beggars and entered the city, took the image of the goddess and, climbing over the walls, carried her to their camp. This event is considered one of the causes of the Trojan defeat.

			This Spellani legend, one of the most fascinating, has often led some young adventurers to make surveys under the wall of the Belvedere dei Cappuccini terrace in the hope of finding traces of the famous tunnel. Unlike other city’s tales, ours isn’t without foundation, as the substructure was indeed made into both dungeons and possible escape routes when townspeople required more than fortification to ward off assailants.

			Perhaps, with the passage of time, due to earthquakes that caused landslides, erosion of the ground, or landslides on the limestone rock, all or most of the underground path has now been lost.

			The eggs, however, live on in Spellani folk customs. They have taken on a magical and even a religious hue. On Easter morning, every religious family calls the priest to bless a basket of Easter foods such as torta di Pasqua (a lofty bread enriched with eggs and cheese), chocolate, salami, sweet red wine, and, without fail, a collection of hard-boiled eggs.

			Today no one believes the “goose that lays the golden eggs” lives on, hidden and protected in her large and impenetrable underground cave. However, as a child, I knew more than a few women in my neighborhood who firmly believed in the presence of the hen and who, consequently, approached that place with caution.

			As an adult, I find that naïve belief a beautiful thing. Of course, it doesn’t make the story true, but the “true” becomes discolored with “truth” within our world of fantasy and emotion, which needs to escape the truth of bad things.

			Some nursery school teachers, my friends and colleagues, when they learned of this legend, wanted to tell it to their little pupils. As you can imagine, the tale lit the imagination of the little ones. So the teachers decided on a playful experiment.

			They bought many eggs, boiled them to make them very hard, and then colored them by painting them with gold glitter. Then we hatched a plan. The teachers recorded a typical hen’s call—only stronger and higher pitched to trigger some excitement—on a magnetic tape inserted in a remote-controlled device: “CO, CO, CO...COCCODE.” Then we distributed the golden eggs in all corners of the grove below Belvedere terrace and hid the tape player in the trees.

			The next day, teachers handed out baskets to each child, telling them that whoever found the most eggs would have a hen and a golden crown as a reward, as that child would become the new master and lord of Spello. The students perked at this unusual adventure. As the taped hen began, “CO, CO, CO … ” all ran to collect as many eggs as possible.

			It is difficult to describe the enthusiasm and joy of those little ones as they darted every which way in this mythical game, the best of school tasks! And in the end, they each had their basket of golden eggs.

			The teachers told me that for many days afterwards, the pupils discussed the game. Woe on the head of whoever dared tell these innocents that the game had no basis in truth … absolutely not! For them, the game had been a reconstruction of an actual historical event that belonged to the city of Spello.

			Two or three years later, as I shopped in a supermarket, I noticed a child pulling his mother’s skirt toward me, shouting, “Mamma, mamma! Look, it’s him! The master of the ‘pulla’!”

			You should know in the Spellani dialect, the word “pulla” translates to “hen,” perhaps a local way of making the masculine noun “pollo” (chicken) into a feminine word.

			Immediately I thought to myself: “Poor me! After so many years of committed teaching, being remembered as ‘the master of the pulla’ is perhaps not the best!”

			But then, on further reflection, I reminded myself, “For that child, the value of education is not the spelling of words, but rather the emotion of his experience.”And then I realized “master of the pulla” was rather a distinguished title, a recognition of an important work. A kind of honorary degree.

			I kissed that child and thanked him with enthusiasm and gratitude for a stage of life when exaggeration is impossible.
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			San Silvestro and Old Vallegloria

			The monastery of San Silvestro, both the ruins and the restored section, is one of the most characteristic places to visit in Monte Subasio park. The monastery retains all its charm—full of history and natural tranquility—thanks to a very small community of nuns who live there throughout the year. These nuns not only maintain the monastery, but they also enhance its splendor.

			The former monastic cells are made available to people seeking inner peace. Those individuals abide by monastic rules during their stay, and, as they are often wealthy people, they regularly leave substantial donations. I myself got to know Signora Susanna (the sister of Gianni Agnelli, a lawyer who for many years steered FIAT) because every spring she spent ten quiet days at the monastery.

			In ancient times, the plains below Monte Subasio were swampy and unhealthy. So the mountains grew in populations, as they offered safe haven, sustenance, and mobility. We can find evidence of a dense population on Monte Subasio, even as far back as the protohistoric age.

			Later, because of the danger of barbarian and pirate raids, builders constructed mountain monasteries like castles, offering shelter and collective defense. Just on the southern side of Monte Subasio stood Rocca Paida above the Anna stream (commonly known as “Fosso dell’Anna”). The Greek name is explained by the fact that the fortress was founded by the inhabitants of a Byzantine city in Puglia, who had been deported to this territory. The lords of Rocca Paida exercised a feudal dominion over the area that extended from Armenzano—a small hilltop village outside Assisi—to Valtopina. Not far from this fortress, and under its protection, the Monastery of San Silvestro di Collepino was built.

			The Foligno historian Ludovico Jacobilli writes that San Romualdo built the monastery between 1015 and 1025, in a location once dedicated to pagan woodland rituals (though the traditional account states that San Benedetto built the monastery). A nearby Roman temple dedicated to Silvester, god of the forest, provided salvaged materials such as columns, marble slabs, capitals, and sarcophagi. The name San Silvestro comes from Silvester, as well as Silvano, god of the woods. Among the god’s names was also “Lactifer,” producer and protector of milk, probably due to the natural spring, flowing with therapeutic waters. As Christianity spread, Pope Gregory the Great gave the order to “Christianize” the pagan places of worship. Thus, a monastery was built on the pagan temple and the miraculous spring passed from “Silvester” to San Silvestro.
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