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Foreword  


With this collection of stories by the American author Mark Hinshaw, Zefiro inaugurates a new editorial series: My Marche. The aim is to present the region of Marche through the eyes of those who have chosen Marche as a place to live, sharing with locals the merits and defects of our beautiful country.


As Homer in the Odyssey tells of the places, customs and habits of those who hosted Ulysses during his endless wandering along the coasts of the Mediterranean, My Marche follows a similar concept; it is home to testimonies written by foreigners, foreigners who have landed, by chance or by choice, in our regione.


Mark Hinshaw, an American from Seattle, is a well-known architect and urban planner. He decided to live with his wife Savina within the medieval walls of Santa Vittoria in Matenano, in the province of Fermo, in a house with centuries of history accumulated on the stones that make up its robust perimeter. With these stories, brilliant and authentic, imbued with good humor and irony, Mark presents us with real episodes of everyday life. In a fluent prose, places, situations and characters that the couple met are described, making them so authentic that they give the reader the impression of being able to recognize them, one by one.




Sometimes the author will elicit a smile from the reader, both for the naivety with which he approaches daily life in a small rural town, and for his genuine surprise at daily customs and habits, through which Italians live interpersonal relationships: warm greeting, genuine interest about the health of the interlocutor or, as simple as lending a hand to those who need help. He catches it all.


The stories are accompanied, in the second part of the volume, by several illustrations that portray landscapes, squares, shops… typical Italian places that the author has immortalized with his fresh and original stroke, giving us further interpretations of our country.


A light and enjoyable book in which we find our idiosyncrasies and our warm compassion, in general typically Italian, but also and in particular, the “Marchigiano” approach.


Finally, as the title suggests, ones awareness of living in Paradise. Or, at least, this is the authors perception. A great responsibility for us all!


We will have to do everything to not disappoint him. 


Marco Ercoli
Series editor My Marche











Preface


Over the last fifty years I have visited many countries in the world. Like many people, when I first traveled through Italy, I became immediately enchanted. The multiple layers of history were visible, even touchable. The arts, the music, the food, the language, the people, all overwhelmed me with delights to all of the senses. 


I can still vividly recall watching people spontaneously dance in the streets in Rome, to music played by three itinerant musicians. On another trip, I watched families stroll along a waterfront promenade, the small children occasionally tugging on their mother’s skirt to stop and watch a puppet show or juggler. Trips to Italy always felt like being on the set of a movie by Federico Fellini or Vittorio De Sica.


On one trip in 1980 I was walking in a village and came across an older man wearing a rumpled Panama hat, shorts, and sandals. He was bent over a vegetable patch in his garden. His small, lush garden was enclosed by a low masonry wall and a grid of metal fencing. We made eye contact and I said

“Good morning” in my best form of the language.


To my surprise, he replied in perfect American English. In a five minute chat I learned that he was a retired expatriate and had found this old stone house with its terrace and its garden the perfect place to live.


I was barely more than 30 years old at the time but I recall being entirely envious.




Like many a traveler throughout the centuries, traveling in Italy was transformational. Everything seemed to be in sharper focus. Morning birdsong were prominent. Scents were vivid. My eyes were continually treated with painterly but real-life compositions. The tongue was seduced by tastes and flavors that seemed exaggerated. “Do people really live like this?” I would often ask myself. Like many others I yearned to be a part of it.


Some years ago, through a combination of intentional and accidental events, I began to see how that could actually happen. To bring that dream to a state of reality required several years of research, bureaucratic wrangling, fretting, and many frustrations. Today, I am that man I saw four decades ago in his garden, with a Panama hat, shorts, and sandals.


After living in a small village in Italy for almost seven years, I feel like I am in a “middle zone”. After seventy years of living in American culture, I am now immersed in Italian culture.


I know I am not considered a local. But neither do I feel entirely American any more. Being in this interstitial mental space allows me to do something that has surprised me. I can observe both cultures with a more detached, dispassionate perspective. I am part of them yet also a part from them. 


I must thank several people in my past life, like Holly Whyte in New York and Jan Gehl in Copenhagen, for showing me how to truly “observe” people and places – beyond their superficial movements and behaviors – to see how people care about the places they occupy.


Holly Whyte began his Street Life Project while he was a visiting lecturer at Hunter College in New York City in the early 1970’s while I was pursuing a Master in Urban Planning at Hunter during that time and was hugely impressed with Holly’s use of stop action film to document and describe the behavior of people in streets and public spaces, much like natural scientists study animal life in their native habitats.


For many years following that pathbreaking work, Holly and I stayed in touch. When I visited New York we would have lunch and walk the streets of Midtown where he kept up a perceptive commentary as we observed how people around us interacted with the physical environment. 


Several years later I enjoyed a similar urban trek with Jan Gehl along the streets and canals near his office in Copenhagen. He shared many of his methods of observation, as Holly had done in New York.


His writings, along with Holly’s helped shape much of my professional practice in planning and designing public spaces and their keen perceptions have informed my both my writing over fifty years and my recent rediscovery of drawing by hand. My prior training in architecture provided me with the technical tools to describe how people leave their imprints and the writing equipped me with the love of telling stories.


This collection of essays describes my observations of our new life in Italy. Some of my observations are quite different in nature compared with when I used to simply visit Italy. Back then, I was mainly seeing the physical manifestations of the culture, not so much the social ones.


Short visits can reveal the physical setting, with its history and beauty. But only living in a place can reveal the qualities of people and their culture.




The complexity of longstanding customs, personal relationships, nuanced speech, and cultural attitudes can really only be felt by being a part of them on a daily basis. I know that our Italian friends and neighbors give us a lot of leeway because we are foreigners (stranieri). They are often amused, if not bemused, by our American idiosyncrasies and ignorances.  Nonetheless, they have also embraced us with an intoxicating sense of welcome, kindness, and generosity. For that, I am very grateful. 


I offer these stories to convey how Italians have managed to maintain their unique culture while adapting to a myriad of social changes over time – short-lived as well as long-lasting. I have enjoyed both watching and being part of the present day merging with a deep, rich past.  I hope that these stories are both heartening and helpful to readers.












STORIES and illustrations













People  


DANTE’S CIRCLE OF HEAVEN 


Once a month I crave a Dante “fix”. Not the 14th century Italian writer. But Dante, a barber in my village.  After having lived here for going on three years, I have a regular, quasi-religious ritual. Dante the barber cuts my hair sometime during the third week of each month.  


Not that this is a huge ordeal. With my general extent of baldness, the whole process has not, in many years, required more than ten minutes of someone shoving an electric shaver around my head. In Seattle, years ago, one worker in a local chain barbershop did the job in 90 seconds flat. I admired his speed, if not his brusque chair-side manner. 


Dante the author gave the world the nine circles of hell. Dante the barber gives his customers a slice of heaven. I have to say that, hands down, Dante has given me the best haircuts I have ever had in my life. His slow, meticulous pace, honed after decades of barbering, almost puts me to sleep. And I have never allowed anyone else to get within two feet of my head with a straight razor. 


Dante’s little shop is not especially remarkable. Two big chairs face a long mirror and a counter with sinks. Along the opposite wall, a row of identical chairs flank a little table piled high with magazines that date back several years.  When barbers take their interior design class in barber school, this must be the template they are shown. It matches precisely what I have seen all my life.


But the furniture layout is where the similarity ends. Mounted over the center of the mirror is a big portrait of Jesus Christ. Below that hangs a small statue of Mary. A pious barber, it would seem. Or maybe not as, off to the side near the corner, is a big calendar with photographs of comely and naked young women. Perhaps the contrast of the sacred and the profane owes a bit to the other Dante. 


In the many times of visiting Dante’s shop, I have never seen a woman inside. It is most definitely a male domain. Indeed, the chairs along the wall are always filled with guys – even if they aren’t there to have their hair cut. Often, Dante seats me immediately, even with what looks like a full house.


Now in this village, many older people speak a dialect. My learned Italian cannot penetrate that language barrier. However, I pick up enough vibes from the tone of the animated conversations to know if they are talking politics, swapping stories about grisly traffic accidents, or cracking jokes. They have obviously been doing this for decades. There is no reason I can think of that my presence should disrupt this long-standing social milieu. So I just sit quietly under Dante’s big red cloth.


Dante himself occasionally tosses in a comment about someone’s story. But for the most part he is carefully going through the steps that I have come to anticipate with great pleasure. The process for me is now predictable – like in the movie Groundhog Day. Each time I tell him “Come sempre”

(like always), he repeats it back “Come sempre”.




 He starts by gently gliding the buzzing shaver around my head. I always get a #1 setting length – very close. He then lightly brushes any loose hairs off. Next, he lathers up a classic shaving brush and daubs it around my ears and back of neck. That’s when he whips out the gleaming, exquisitely sharp hand razor and slowly makes a fine line from ear to ear. And this is the point when I begin to go into a sort of reverie. The first time was a tad disconcerting, now I have come to really love it. The combination of lethal danger and light touch is entirely mesmerizing. 


He picks off stray hairs, does the ears, nose, other little cleanups and brushes me off all over again. And then hits the small chin beard with another smaller shaver. It feels just marvelous. Perhaps like when you scratch a cat near its tail-bone.  


He does a further cleanup then I’m done. One thing I’ve always hated about getting my hair cut are the tiny hairs that fall down my back and itch for days. I have never had that experience with a cut by Dante. That it doesn’t happen is, in my view, a minor miracle. 


Recently, I discovered that Dante’s barbershop is also a powerful source of local news. A week prior to one haircut, I had to have a surgical procedure at a big hospital in a city an hour away. After the procedure, I told a few people I know. As I sat in Dante’s chair this time I shared with him my health care experience. He listened politely. When I was finished with the tale, he leaned down, looked me in the eyes, and softly said, “Sentito!” (so I have heard!) 


After the haircut I look in the mirror again and ritually exclaim “Perfetto! Perfetto come sempre!” (perfect as always). He writes out a little receipt on a pad, and I hand him his fee of 12 euros.  For the money this is solid value. I look forward to each haircut for full a week prior.


And, for the price of less than a meal I get thirty minutes of live comedy and tragedy.   


THE EPIPHANY: LEONARDO AND THE WALL 


We were not thinking seriously about moving to Italy until my wife had a dramatic epiphany – an epiphany so sudden and so striking that I was completely stunned.


 On one trip we found our way to an active archaeological site outside the town of Urbisaglia. We found the caretaker, Leonardo, in his little glassed-in modern hut near the entrance. There was no one else about that morning, so we had a nice long chat with him.


As it turned out, he had been a teacher of English to Italian students. But he had never had an actual conversation with a native English-speaking person, much less two Americans. He was having quite the grand time, applying his knowledge of words and grammar. While it was not perfect (nor was our Italian even close to the same level), it was a great conversation.


He wanted to know about where we were from and why we chose this part of Italy to visit. During the exchange, he explained the excavation. Centuries ago, an entire town had been buried under soil. Since then, it had been farmed on. We could see the various areas of the uncovered site, with several small openings and one very large one.




The latter was enclosed by security fencing and much of it was covered by a metal roof structure to protect artifacts as they were uncovered. On the day we were there, the usual teams of archaeologists and their assistants from universities had taken the day off. Leonardo told us the origin of the town, built more than two thousand years ago and constructed with a large temple to honor a widely-revered pagan deity known as Salus. Salus was the goddess of personal health. Without knowing it, we still invoke the name every time we raise a glass of wine and say “Salute!” (to your health!).


Now my wife has identified as pagan for many years but she had never heard of that particular goddess. According to Leonardo, the early Catholic church was determined to stamp out paganism and made sure that statues, temples, and other physical features were eradicated. That included burying this town. 


This history was also intriguing because my wife has developed skills in making medicinal herbs that help people with various afflictions. She has never claimed that her medicines cure serious illnesses, but they have made daily life more comfortable for many people over the years. Hence, learning about this town, built to honor a deity to health was especially intriguing.


After an hour of conversation, Leonardo asked if we would like to see the excavation. He exclaimed “I have the key!” while proudly holding it up in the air. Yes, of course, we did! Personally I had never been inside an active excavation. I had only seen films and videos and photographs in books and magazines. This was clearly a rare happenstance. Indeed, I was thinking had we tried to arrange this in advance, the permits and paperwork would have been formidable.




But here was the man with the key!


We entered the enclosed compound and the first impression I had was recalling the Indiana Jones movie in which catwalks were built over the exposed excavation. From those catwalks we could observe old stone streets, remnants of storefronts, ruins of colonnades and buildings. We were so mesmerized by the close proximity to the ancient town we were simply speechless. We did not even think to take photos. Leonardo saw our reaction and then said something surprising: “No one is here today. Let’s get off the walkway”. 


Minutes later, after clamboring down, we were walking though the excavated temple, along the surrounding cryptoporticus, that had been buried for two millennia. Again, we were completely enthralled and rendered speechless. One wall had been partially cleaned. The wall had ancient frescoes with recognizable figures – some human faces, some animals. An unrecognizable “cuniform” style of script ran along a frieze. The paintings looked very old but were also in good condition having been preserved under soil.


Then Leonardo shocked us again: “Go ahead and touch the wall, if you want”. At that suggestion, I demurred, thinking we had probably already violated enough laws protecting antiquities. But my wife reached out and placed her palm gently on the smooth surface.


Suddenly she became rigid. She was slightly vibrating, as if from a mild electric current. She didn’t say anything alarming but looked confused. Leonardo and I looked at each other and we both moved forward in case she needed help. But she dropped her hand and stood there silently. Not harmed but clearly dazed.




We concluded that whatever had just happened was beyond our understanding. The event moved both of us to realize that this was a vivid sign that we needed to live here, in Italy, and in Marche. As it turned out, my wife’s epiphany became a new spiritual touchstone for her, with Salus as an inspirational deity.


There is an epilogue to this story. It occurred during a subsequent trip, this time to Rome. During a visit to the big Capitoline Museum, we meandered into the wing with many galleries and courtyards filled with ancient sculptures. We came across a life-sized sculptural representation of Salus. By then, we recognized the symbols – a snake winding up her arm (the symbol still used today for pharmacies and medical practice) and an outstretched arm holding a small, shallow dish. 


As we were gazing at the figure, a curator came up and asked if we would like her to tell us the legend of Salus. She then repeated almost verbatim what we had already learned through research we had done since the visit to Urbisaglia. She looked at my wife and said “I notice that you are already a follower”. Then she asked: “Can you give me a blessing?”. The young curator promptly got down on her knees. She explained that she was trying to have a child and so far had had no luck. This was in a public museum, with people around, watching all the while. My wife gave her a blessing. I looked on in awe, as did others.


So how many signs does one need?


We now live twenty minutes from the ancient town dedicated to Salus and we pass by it several times a month. It is always a potent reminder of an extraordinary moment that changed our lives.




OUR CHEERFUL POSTAL LADY 


The woman who delivers our mail, glides up to the front door in her little Poste Italiane car. Since there is no sidewalk, we get it delivered to the door… er… rather through the door as she is right there when she rings the bell. When we aren’t home, she slides it into the big, formal box. She is always smiling and gives a hearty greeting when we are home. We often try to beat each other to the door to see her big smile.


Who knew that something as simple as receiving the mail could be so pleasant?   


EMIDIO: ONE-MAN DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC WORKS 


Our house is not far from one of the staging areas used for the maintenance of our city’s streets and parks. It’s a small city and the maintenance yards themselves are small. Almost every day we watch Emidio, the single public maintenance employee cleaning the streets, mowing the grass, removing stands of roadside brush, and, in the winter, plowing snow to clear the streets.


Emidio is constantly in motion. If anyone dares think of Italians as lazy, I would submit him as Exhibit A. He keeps the whole city neat, clean, and tidy. I watched him use a traditional, one-man hand broom on our street, meticulously sweeping accumulated sand and dirt off the cobblestones. 


Emidio is a wiry man, quiet, and all business. Once, during a harsh winter, with two meters of snow, I offered him a glass of amaretto while he was plowing in front of our house. He smiled broadly but declined. So as not to waste it, I drank it.   


TRAVELING WITH TEENAGERS 


Occasionally I take a bus to a coastal town. First, I must take a little shuttle bus at 7am. This connects with a huge motor coach that is also used by high school students who are headed to large, specialized schools in the bigger cities.


I am generally the only person on it over 18 years old. The kids are well-mannered and quiet, most of them texting on their phones. It’s a pleasant thirty minutes of feeling like a teenager again.


Not that I would want to relive that era.   


THE SIGNORE IS EVERYWHERE 


In the classic Italian film Cinema Paradiso there is a character in the village who walks around the central square and kind of “owns” it.


We have one of those guys. I can go out for a walk at any hour, and there he is. Recently, sitting in a café, I looked up from my coffee and there he was once again, a few meters away.


Signore Franceschelli supervises the village. He is very friendly and polite. He brings coffee to the doctor in the public clinic when she is too busy to step out. He tidies up the waiting room in the comune building. He quietly strolls through the streets, making sure all is well.


Seeing the signore on his rounds makes me feel that all is right with the world.   


HELPING A NEIGHBOR 


One winter evening there was a knock on our door at around 5pm. It was our neighbor Bruna, a widow who lives up the street. I invited her in as she was clearly distraught. It was dark and cold and she was shivering in a light, button-up sweater. In a mixture of regional dialect and Italian, she frantically explained that she had locked herself out of her house. She wanted to know if I knew some way to help her get in. 


Now after living in Italy for several years, I know enough Italian to have a conversation. But I will never completely understand the local dialect, which is still spoken by most of the older folks here.


So I was immensely pleased that I could understand this woman who was clearly agitated and talking very fast. I viewed that I had passed a sort of cultural milestone, since she came to me for assistance. I felt quite pleased with myself.


I went with her to look at the door. Another female neighbor was standing there, wringing her hands. Both women were looking pretty sad, standing in the cold evening air. They were looking to me, the strange resident “Americano”, to solve this problem.


I examined the door. It was a type with a flange that covers the gap, preventing the usual trick of sliding a credit card or stiff piece of cardstock in and releasing the pin. This was not going to be easy.  Do I attempt to call a locksmith? I had no idea if there even was one in our tiny village. Call the police perhaps? That seemed extreme. In past places I’ve lived, taxi drivers carried thin metal bars to pop open car doors. But there are no taxis in these parts. I was vexed.


I might have just thrown up my hands, shrugged, and let her try someone else in town with more experience in opening heavy Italian doors. But that seemed like I would be shirking a civic duty. After all, in the Italian Civics class I took, “contributing to the community” was stressed as a source of national pride. Guilt was now added to the situation.


Then I had a brainstorm.


 A workman who had been doing some repairs at our house had left a long steel pry bar behind. I ran back to fetch it, trotting back with the tool held high triumphantly. However, at that point I actually had no idea if I could make it work.


I stuck the chiseled end into to narrow gap between the flange and the door, near the lock. And leaned on it, using it like a lever. In my mind, I was just about to shatter my neighbor’s door frame, leaving a big mess and likely making the situation worse. Within a few seconds the door popped open. I heard all three of us gasp. It worked! Our neighbor was so happy she hugged and kissed me. It was a grand moment.




UNEXPECTED KINDNESSES 


As we were exploring the Marche region to find a suitable place to live, we spent time in a number of villages. They were all of ancient origin and displayed some similar attributes. There was a main street, with a bar, a restaurant, a small market, bakery and a smattering of shops and services. There were prominent churches. There was at least one central piazza. There were closely spaced houses and flats of apartments – some newer in design.


But what really made the difference in choosing the village we did was that from virtually the very first moments we spent in it, people were welcoming and helpful. There was no reason for this, as we resembled any number of tourists who give away their foreign origins by their speech, clothing styles, and other obvious clues.


Walking about the village, we stopped at several shops and cafes to see what the ambiance felt like. At one of the coffee bars, we chatted with the woman who made us espresso drinks and snacks.


Between our feeble Italian at the time and her basic English we had a nice long talk and she pointed out places we should visit. At the end of the conversation, she came out from behind the bar and gave us a hug, saying she would look forward to having us as neighbors. 


Shortly after leaving the coffee bar, we crossed paths with two nuns. One of them spoke English perfectly as she had recently been living in an English-speaking country. We told them we were looking at the village as a possible place to buy a house. She said that if we did, we should come to their convent for tea sometime. This uninhibited wave of welcome was beginning to seem like it was out of a romantic movie.


We spotted a small grocery store. We had passed by another earlier but it was closed for the day. This one was open. We knew the availability of food was going to be important, so we checked out the stock. In the rear of the store, a small counter displayed an array of cheeses, cured meats, and bread. Behind the counter was a bright-eyed blond woman in her late 30’s. Clearly we were not regular customers but she introduced herself. Alexandra said she had heard us making remarks in English. She greeted us in perfect English.


Alexandra was Russian and had met and married an Italian man years before. Before the marriage, she had worked as a translator in Russia and was fluent in multiple languages. She was a fountain of information on the village, the people in it, and its history. We acquired an instant rapport and Alexandra has become a very close friend and advisor. 


When we explained that we were looking at buying a house in the village, she quickly shifted gears and gave us a brief tutorial about securing residency permits – a process she herself had gone through years before. All of this was so helpful and unexpected; two foreigners showing up and being so warmly greeted. But what really made us sit up and take notice was what she did next. She pulled out her cell phone and waved us outside.


There, she called the Mayor of the comune. She explained that she met an American couple and could he possibly help us in getting residency. After a lengthy discussion in rapid fire Italian, she hung up and reported that the mayor would help us the next morning.




The next day we met him in his office and he spent two hours going through the regulations and procedure. Ultimately, he directed us to a non-profit group that would help us fill out the many forms. 
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