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		PRESENTATION



	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Why have two typical expressions from Ancona, which are essentially set in Jesi and the surrounding area, been chosen as the title for a collection of short stories? I believe readers around my age would have readily grasped the irony behind these expressions, which are certainly linked to typical dishes from Ancona and Jesi, but also directly suggest the eternal rivalry between the two towns, used to tease each other in a playful and humorous manner. “Bread with oil” and “rice with bones”[in Italian: Pa’ cu’ l’ojo e Riso sa l’ossi] were typical dishes of the Marche region’s poor cuisine, the former more common in the Ancona area, linked to olive oil production, the latter more common in the countryside around Jesi and Macerata ,linked to the pig farming industry.

	But when a Jesi native said to an Ancona native, “Bread with oil (Pà cu’ l’ojo)”, he was referring to the typical dialectal inflection, which was most strikingly expressed in this short phrase. And of course, the man from Ancona didn’t miss the chance to joke, replying: “Look who’s talking! The one who eats the rice with bones!”1.  

	Here too, there was a reference to rice cooked in broth obtained from prolonged boiling of discarded pork bones, available mainly in winter, during the “pista”2 season ,but in particular, it mocked the way we Jesi people pronounce the letter “s”, which we hiss almost between our teeth, producing a soft sound rather than a harsh one, as is the case in the rest of the region, sometimes giving the Jesi dialect an accent that closely resembles Tuscan.

	But beyond these digressions, which are almost academic in nature, the aim of this small volume is to gather together in a single work a number of short stories that I have written over time and published here and there in various anthologies or sometimes on websites. They are stories set in and around Jesi, spanning different eras, both ancient and more recent, but linked by a common theme: to tell the story of our region so that we do not lose our traditions and our origins. And I’m confident that each story, depending on the theme or how you read it, will bring a smile or a tear to your face.

	Not by chance, as you discover as you leaf through the book, that I’ve divided the volume into four sections, each named after a fundamental element of nature: air, water, earth, and fire. Each section is paired with a recipe for a typical dish from our tradition. Try making one or more of these recipes, and beyond reading, you’ll be able to evoke the typical smells and flavors of our homes of long ago.

	Happy Reading!

	Stefano Vignaroli

	 


 

	
		PREFACE



	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The practice of prefaces runs counter to common commercial wisdom. Indeed, understood in its etymological sense of “prae – fari”, or “speak before”, it could be likened to the unwelcome practice of anticipation, nowadays increasingly expressed through the rather vulgar Anglicism3 “spoiler”. Woe betide anyone who reveals or blurts out anything important about the product being offered in advance. All hell would break loose!

	In reality, the preface serves the same function as the prologue in classical theater. That is, since the dawn of literature, “saying beforehand” has been an integral element of the narrative structure, contributing to the creation of the scenic setting. And the scenic setting is the key that allows the spectator—in this case, the reader—to enter the enchanted world of the three Aristotelian unities of time, place, and space. 

	That’s why commercial common sense, so resolutely hostile to anticipation, in the literary field actually represents imprudence, because it contradicts the literary spirit and the motivations underlying the very existence of literature.

	But what is the origin of the existence of art, and of literature in general?

	Literature arises from the inescapable need of human beings to understand the mystery of their very existence and thus to explore every corner of their physical, energetic, and spiritual nature. And so the subject of literature has always been the human being and his relationship with everything else.

	But then… what is the object, what is the means? The object is the means itself: For it is not, in fact, the “what” — as we sometimes delude ourselves into believing— but the “how.” 

	 

	Given this premise, it is now time to discuss this collection of short stories written by Stefano Vignaroli, entitled “Pa’ cu’ l’ojo e Riso sa l’ossi [‘Bread with Oil’ and ‘Rice with Bones’ ]”. 

	To begin with, the title—masterfully illustrated on the cover by Valentina Rossini—is succulent and inviting, as it places two things on the reader’s lips: a mouthwatering anticipation and a smile. This is crucial, because—once again—it anticipates (Precisely!) the way the author will welcome us into his world.

	 

	The author has read every page of the book that follows… and after all these introductions, let me tell you plainly that one feels truly at home in this world. It’s true, the chosen guests at this succulent banquet are first and foremost the people of the Marche, particularly those from the Ancona area, and all those connected to this land and its flavors. But this banquet is by no means closed to the rest of the world—quite the opposite! There’s no dress code, and no walls to prevent the aromas from penetrating the nostrils of anyone who responds to the call and wants to come and enjoy it, regenerating both in body and spirit. 

	Proof of this is that the author, in addition to employing faithful and illustrious helpers to bring the delicacies offered by this banquet to the table, frames the dishes within a four-dimensional framework: air – water – earth – fire. And the minstrel-assistant who introduces each dimension is none other than Giovanni di Pietro di Bernardone! Yes, he is Francesco, the Saint of Assisi and Patron Saint of Italy. But how does Francesco bring the dishes in this book to the reader? He does so – it goes without saying – in the most poetic and sublime way, through the inspired and universal verses of his Cantico delle Creature4. 

	But if Francesco is the maître d’, who serves at the tables laid for this banquet? 

	Here we will find, among others, Federico II, Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, born in Jesi  (“my Bethlehem” - he himself called it), the “stupor mundi5” a great expert in falconry; and then King Picus, from whose name comes the woodpecker, the symbol of the Marche, and the mythical Circe; there is the fearless Duke Francesco Maria della Rovere, with the heroic defenders of Morro d’Alba, led by Demetrius and Venanzio and their women; we find Andrea Franciolini of Jesi, son of the Capitano del Popolo6; and then there are the Turkish pirates, the great Benvenuto Cellini and his much lesser-known master Lucagnolo…

	But alongside these more “elderly” loyal waiters, there are also some “fresher” ones, like softball champion Marta Gambella; there’s saltpetre maker Ennio and fisherman Francesco, grappling with the unknowns of a new world they struggle to understand; and there’s Giorgio, Aurora, and Virginia!

	By the way, when the characters are purely fictional, as in the case just mentioned, the author is always careful to calibrate their choice according to his banquet, which sublimates the Marche region into something universal. In this banquet full of flavors and tastes “sapori e gusti”  (by the way, knowing that the words “sapere” and “sapore”7 have the same semantic root, perhaps you can “taste” these dishes with greater satisfaction…), a crucial role is played by the details, the service accessories… The tablecloth is the sky and sea of the Marche region; the chairs are the streets and squares of yesterday and today. The cutlery is the workmanship of the nameless heroes, namely the stars that illuminate the room, that overlook the mountains and valleys and give us the illusion of being able to touch them…

	But what are the Flavors and knowledge we can savor by immersing ourselves in this book? They are all human feelings, the solitude of shadows, the clamour of misery, and the sweet fragrance of humble industriousness. They are existential fears, the abyss of evil and the lust for money, the fatal attraction to love, and the obsession with death. There is irony, sometimes subtle and veiled, other times explosive and irreverent, for the vainglory of power.

	The head chef (sorry, I meant the author) thought of everything, of everyone. 

	How then? How did he do it?

	The writing is always clear and simple and reminds us, in some ways, of an essential trait of French literature: la “clarté”, or clarity. And I recall Zola8, but also of the simplicity and clarity of exposition combined with the visionary psychological depth of Maupassant9. 

	In Italy, echoes of our chef’s style can be found in Romano Bilenchi and Giorgio Bassani. The simplicity and clarity of our Vignaroli are a refreshing elixir in the current landscape of Italian and world literature, where approximation, vulgarity, improvisation, and deconstruction of language reign. Vignaroli is, in fact, a passionate historian and a diligent writer as demanding as he is of himself.

	This Lucullan banquet of his, featuring the traditional flavors and knowledge of our lands, is refreshing and even aphrodisiac: it is a redemption of humanity, of cultural studies, of the most intrinsic meaning of history, in an age in which literature bows to the unhealthy demands of fast food: poor quality, speed, preservatives, and lots and lots of grease.

	Vignaroli, however, never overdoes the seasoning. Each dish must, above all, convey its authentic flavor. The author constantly but discreetly watches over the wait staff and guests throughout each story: he appears like an invisible shadow, ensuring that all diners are comfortable with the characters they encounter…

	But what is the most important ingredient of this banquet, the one that manages to tie together such a riot of contrasting colors and flavors?

	The main ingredient is love. In all its facets… Alice’s love, Circe’s love, Aurora’s love, Giorgio’s love. And finally, the essential and discreet love of a shadow that appears and disappears, a veterinarian-cook who evokes and provokes with witty wisdom, who ensures the well-being of those who inhabit the places he frequents.

	And who are the beneficiaries of this “wise love”? 

	The beneficiaries are all of us, from the Marche region and beyond, invited and protagonists of this invigorating and regenerating banquet!

	I know, this is a crazy preface. But it’s the same madness as the last dish, the story that concludes this anthology. A dish that encapsulates the full meaning of the banquet and then leaves us free to come to our senses and return to our daily lives, to follow the path of our future, but with a renewed spirit and a smile.

	Attilio Carducci
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	AIR
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	Praised be You, my Lord,
for Brother Wind,

	and for the air, and for the clouds,

	and for the clear sky, and for all weather,

	through which You provide

	sustenance for Your creatures.

	 


 

	The Recipe

	RICE WITH PORK BONES 

	(Riso co’ l’ossi - Riso sa l’ossi)

	 

	 

	 

	“But nothing of the pig is thrown away, no?”

	And so, in the depths of winter, the “days of the blackbird10” arrive. The bitter cold made it easier to make “la pista del maiale- the processing of the pig, ” or salted pork. After casing the cured meats and salting the other parts of the animal, the bones, almost completely stripped of their flesh, remain, and can be used to prepare fillings and soups. In the Marche countryside, especially in Jesi and the Macerata area, the bones from the pig’s head and back were used to cook rice in broth. After boiling the bones, with a little meat still attached, they were finally added to the rice, which simmered in their own broth, flavoured with onion, celery, carrots, and bay leaves. Sprinkle with grated pecorino cheese and enjoy!

	A delicious, warming, and above all, tasty soup! But do you think eating it is a sacrilege these days? Why? Try cooking it and you’ll rediscover the simple Flavors of old days!

	 


Emperor Federico II

	 

	How can one speak of Jesi and recount stories connected with this town without mentioning Emperor Frederick II of Swabia? Born in Jesi, in the Public square, on 26 December 1194, he was an enlightened ruler and a lover of the arts and literature, though he was often opposed by the official Church. His passion for falconry, and consequently his admiration for birds of prey and their regal flight, leads me to place this story, inspired by him, in the section dedicated to the air.

	 

	 

	 

	BACK TO THE ROOTS

	 

	 

	Although the historical accounts are fragmentary and not entirely certain, it seems that the emperor returned to his hometown (which he himself called “my Bethlehem”) on two occasions. Perhaps in 1240, he made his triumphant entrance into Jesi and granted the city the title of Royal City. I imagined his return in this story, published in the anthology “Marche d’autore – I personaggi.11 ”

	 

	 


 

	
		BACK TO THE ROOTS



	Author’s marks – The characters - 2019

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Buonacosa Diotaiuti wasn`t his real name; perhaps he no longer remembered that his real name was Gerardo. As a wise administrator of the municipality and the county of Jesi, he had been chosen to be remembered by his fellow citizens with a name that was both a sign of praise and a wish. The entire population held him in high regard for the public office he served. He never imagined that the emperor would respond to his invitation. When he learned that Frederick was in the area on a campaign to reconquer the territories of the Marche claimed by the Church, he sent him a message: “The city of Jesi, which witnessed your birth, reaffirms its Ghibelline loyalty and stands ready to receive you with full honours.” 

	The Swabian Emperor had responded very simply, using the Royal we: “Jesi is our Bethlehem. We will gladly come to visit the soil that gave us our birth.” And now, as he observed the movements of the falcon, the one from which Frederick almost never parted, he couldn`t believe the moment he was experiencing was real. Perhaps it was just a figment of his imagination. 

	The regal bird swooped down toward its equally regal master. With a flutter of wings, it hovered, almost motionless, a few inches above Frederick `s gloved hand. With incredible elegance, his movements slow enough to leave anyone speechless, he descended until his claws were wrapped around his Lord`s glove, who did not hesitate to reward him with a morsel of raw meat and then slip the hood over his head. The emperor could not miss his falconry hunt, and when he noticed that the Esino plain, except for the small towns, was almost entirely covered in thick woods, he was displeased, as they were not suitable places for his faithful birds of prey to take flight. But the magistrate from Jesi, who had invited him, had been clever and led him to a hill beyond the village of Vitodonum12. Climbing further up the hill, they left the chestnut oak forest behind and reached the castle of Orgiuolo13, which dominated a wide grassy plateau. Together with Buonacosa, he watched the falcon fly away, until it became a distant speck, heading towards the sea, whose distinct blue line could be seen, and then flew back quickly. Although his royal status required an armed escort, Frederick had asked to be accompanied only by the Magistrate because, when he was with his birds, he disliked company and desired to be almost alone with them. Buonacosa’s presence alone was overwhelming, but he couldn’t do without it, given his limited knowledge of the area. And he wasn’t wrong to trust him, who had immediately understood where he needed to lead him.

	«I take my hat off to you, gentleman! Given the nature of the place, I despaired of ever being able to let one of my falcons flies! »

	«Your words fill me with pride, Your Majesty! I hope my fellow citizens will inspire the same feelings of benevolence in you when you meet them today in the public square. Indeed, I regret having to tell you this, but I believe it’s time to head back to Jesi, or we’ll be late for the ceremony dedicated to you. »

	As they passed through Vitodonum once more, Buonacosa spoke to the emperor again.

	«Do you know what people say about you, Your Majesty, in these lands? That you are not the true son of King Henry and Constance of Altavilla. It is alleged that your mother was old and infertile and, in order to prove that she had given birth to an heir to the House of Hohenstaufen, she had a newborn baby abducted from a family of pig-keepers and presented him to everyone as her own child. »

	«Really? » Frederick asked nonchalantly, waving his hand in front of his face, as if swatting away a pesky fly. «Yes, certain rumours have reached my ears too. Envy, all envy, my dear. Some people think they can pass off fictitious stories as sacred truth. But our enlightened minds can tell the difference between truth and falsehood. And these claims are false. »

	«How true it is that you are a true Emperor and a great man, my Lord! » oncluded Buonacosa, turning away in silence and urging his horse into a gallop.

	 

	The Magistrate, wishing to make a good impression, had wanted to have a marble triumphal arch constructed, adorned with numerous fine figures, statues, spires and inscriptions, but there was simply not enough time. No sculptor had declared himself willing to undertake the work. So Buonacosa put a carpenter to work, and within a few days he built, between the ancient Cardo and Piazza San Giorgio, a wooden structure with three-pointed arches: the central one taller, the side ones lower in height. On both sides, the structure had been entirely decorated with colourful designs. Above fluttered the banners of the city of Jesi, depicting the rampant lion on a red background. Likely, the emperor would not even notice that the triumphal arch was made of humble wood. And so it was, to the great satisfaction of the Magistrate, who was approaching the square together with the imperial retinue. 

	In the last stretch of the Cardo, Frederick spurred his mount and reached the square, passing through the central archway. With an ermine cloak over his shoulders and a crown adorning his head, astride an elegant black steed, Frederick was welcomed by the citizens of Jesi gathered beneath the walls of the Rocca, which bordered the entire eastern side of the Square. Young handmaidens began to scatter colourful flower petals on the ground, forming a carpet from the archway to the churchyard of San Giorgio, where the stage had been built from which the emperor would address the citizens of his birthplace. While his retinue entered the Square through the side arches, Frederick had already reached the stage. Buonacosa struggled to make his way through the crowd, trying to reach his illustrious guest and be at his side before he began his speech. He watched as Frederick, a man of great magnanimity, slung his falcon high in the air to buy time, allowing him to position himself properly. 

	The crowd cheered the emperor, but it was Buonacosa’s duty to introduce the emperor to the citizens before he made his speech.

	«Natus est hic nobis Federicus Secundus Imperator, semper Augustus et Aesinae patriae pater!14»

	The cheers grew even louder. The emperor finally spoke, addressing the crowd not in Latin but in the vernacular. 

	«This is our Bethlehem; this square witnessed our birth. We wish to repay this city, both for allowing us to see the light of day and because its people have renewed their Ghibelline allegiance to us. We could have an embayment built out this far, so that Aesis15 may have a harbour of its own. »

	A few people in the crowd cheered enthusiastically, but there were not many voices to be heard.

	« Or we could get Aesis declared a Royal City»

	At these words, the square erupted. Buonacosa was satisfied. The title of Royal City exempted the municipality from paying most duties and taxes. From that day onwards, the town’s economy would flourish considerably. He noticed the emperor gazing at the banners that adorned both the spires of the triumphal arch and the walls of the fortress.

	«Do you know how to embroider? » Federico asked one of the maids who had strewn the floor with flowers. The young woman nodded. «Well then, go and take one of those flags and embroider a crown above the lion’s head. »

	In no time at all, the girl had carried out what His Imperial Majesty had asked of her, placing the altered banner into his regal hands. Federico unfurled the banner and displayed it to the entire town. And there was a riot of shouts and colours. Federico was with the crowd, and the crowd was with Federico. Until, that is, he handed the falcon to the master-at-arms in his retinue, stepped down from the platform and leapt onto his steed, passing through the archway once more and riding off towards the Cardo without even looking back.

	He is an emperor, thought Buonacosa, he has already given too much of himself to this city and its people. He summoned the carpenter who had built the triumphal arch.

	« Take down that structure of yours. I wouldn’t want it to fall on someone’s head. It’s already a miracle that it has held up for the whole day! »

	 

	The following day, Jesi was still in a festive mood. All the banners had been altered, with the lion now wearing a crown. A sculptor had sketched a statue of Frederick, holding a sceptre, wearing a long tunic, with a lion prostrate at his feet. A painter was painting a regal figure on canvas, crowned, clad in an ermine cloak, with a benevolent lion crouching beneath his throne and his gaze turned towards the towers and bell towers of the city of Aesis. Federico II’s visit to his Betlem would be remembered for centuries to come.
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	Ancient legends

	 

	Wandering through the villages and hamlets of the hills around Jesi – in the municipalities that once formed part of the Contado Jesino – often leads us to discover ancient stories and legends which, as light as air, evoke the gods and heroes of ancient Greek and Roman mythology, adapted and modified to suit our local area. A region which, as we discover, was often inhabited during the Middle Ages by so-called “healers”, women who possessed the wisdom to cure ailments with herbs, but who were fiercely opposed by the Church and the Inquisition. It is not uncommon even today to hear talk of magic circles, propitiatory rites and… witches!

	 

	 

	KING PICUS AND THE SORCERESS CIRCE

	 

	The legendary founding of Cingoli (Cingulum) – whose Latin name literally means circle or belt – is recounted in an ancient text by Horace Avicenna, a 17th-century historian, dated 1644 and preserved in the Jesi Municipal Library. It refers to King Picus – a name evoking the woodpecker, the symbol of our region – and to the mythical sorceress Circe. Based on Avicenna’s text, this is how I recounted the foundation of this important Castrum in the book “Author’s Mark – The Mysteries.”.

	 

	 


 

	
		KING PICUS AND THE SORCERESS CIRCE



	 

	The legendary origins of Cingoli

	 

	Author’s Mark – The Mysteries. - 2023

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The magic circle was created by those women who were once referred to here as sdreghe16 — but who were in reality simply people who knew how to use what nature provided them to heal aches and illnesses, combining this ancient knowledge with magical rites that they themselves staged. The circle was set up using large logs and rectangular stones, usually in a clearing considered to be rich in spirituality, because in ancient times rituals dedicated to the Good Goddess, the protector of the earth, were performed there. This goddess was also known by the name of Cupra, which is why we are heading to Cupramontana today, where we have learnt that one of these magical circles has recently appeared. We do not know who built it, but the site—the square in front of the hermitage of the White Friars—has been considered sacred since ancient times, and entering this circle evokes the same forces and recreates the same atmosphere as the sacred rites of our ancestors who lived several millennia ago. 
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	I let my companions rest a bit and take a few sips of water, then I invite them to leave their backpacks outside the circle, remain silent, and each take a position next to a tree trunk or a stone, so that we too can form a human circle. The circle is a shape with no beginning or end, no reference points, because it has no edges; one can get lost within it. Yet, being in a circle means protecting one another. And it is in the protection of the circle that one can lose oneself in the wings of imagination. One of the children who has followed us up here, struggling to keep up with us adults, immediately asks me to tell a story: «Is it true that the sorceress Circe wandered in these places, a long, long time ago». 

	I can’t help smiling. The sorceress the child mentions is perhaps not the Circe17 of Homer’s memory, the one who transformed Odysseus18‘s companions into swine, even though the mountain on which the main town of Cingoli19 stands is still called Monte Circe20 today. I begin to tell the story, and the images I conjure up, perhaps by virtue of the power of the magic circle, seem to materialize as if by magic.

	«In the land of Ausonia21 there lived a king named Picus. He was the son of Saturn, and his passion was training horses for combat. Such was his beauty that the Dryads22 born in the mountains of Lazio23 were captivated by his face, and the deities of the springs and all the Naiads24 yearned for him. But he had fallen in love only with a nymph named Canens25, daughter of Venilia26 and Janus27, the two-faced god. Of rare beauty, she could move woods and rocks with her song, tame wild beasts, stem the currents of rivers, and restrain the flight of birds. One day Picus decided to leave for a wild boar hunt, crossing into the Piceni28 territories, where mountains were covered with dense forests and rich in game.».

	 

	And there, before our eyes, appeared a proud knight astride his steed. He wearied a purple cloak, fastened at the front of his neck by a golden clasp, which flutters in the air as the horse gallops swiftly along. He was chasing an animal, a huge wild boar. Arrows whistle past his ears, fired at the beast by the men following him. The arrows missed their target, and the boar disappears into the thicket of Monte Nero, where the horses couldnot follow. Picus dismounted, took a long spear from one of his men and plunges into the thicket to search for his prey, but there is no trace of the animal. As if out of nowhere, a beautiful woman appeared before him: Circe, the daughter of the Sun. We could almost hear her words as if she were truly there.

	«By these eyes of yours, » she turned to Picus, «which have captivated mine, by your beauty, my delight, which compels me to beg you even though I am a goddess; take my passion to heart and accept your Sun as your second father, he whose gaze penetrates all things. You ungrateful man, do not despise Circe, daughter of the Titan! »

	«Whoever you are», responded Picus, «I am not yours. Another woman, yes, binds me to herself, and I pray to heaven that she may bind me for as long as life lasts! As long as fate preserves for me the daughter of Janus, Canens, I will never violate the pact that binds me to her for the sake of another love. »

	Circe began to recite prayers, utter infernal words and invoke the gods with a mysterious chant, which she used to obscure the moon’s snowy face and spread a blanket of clouds before that of her father, the sun. The sky darkened, the earth exhaled mist, and Picus’s companions vanished. No one remained to escort the king, who found himself alone with Circe, who tried and tried to win his love, but failed.

	«You’ll pay for this!», Circe exclaimed, finally realizing she was failing. «You shall never see Canens again! You shall learn the hard way what a woman wounded in her love is capable of, and Circe is a woman in love whose love has been spurned.»

	At that point the sorceress performed a strange ritual. Twice she turned toward the west, twice toward the east; three times she touches Picus with her wand, and three times she recited a formula. The young man flied, but, looking at himself, he realized with amazement that he was wearing feathers and that he was gradually transforming into a bird. Then, enraged, he began to pierce the wild oaks with his hard beak, inflicting deep wounds along their trunks and branches. The feathers took on the purple hue of his cloak; the golden stud that once held his robe becomes a feather that encircled his neck with golden reflections. Of all that belonged to Picus, the only thing that remains was his name.

	«From that day», and here I began to hear my voice again, because the images have now dissolved, «Picus is a woodpecker, the Picchio Piceno, which is still today the symbol of our region, the Marche.»

	«And Circe?» asked the curious child in a shrill voice.

	«And Circe reached the summit of a circular mountain, uncovered by the forest and therefore always illuminated by the sun, her father. There she was not content to weep, tear her hair, and beat her chest, but after six days and six nights without touching either food or water, when on the seventh day the sun shone again, she built an altar, lay down upon it, and let herself die, sacrificing herself to her father God. The local shepherds named that mountain after the sorceress and continued to use the altar dedicated to the worship of the Sun God. Above the altar they built a temple, and around the summit of the mountain a village was formed that took the name of Cingulum29, which means encircled, circle, precisely because of the circular shape of Mount Circe.»

	The magic faded, there are no more images, no more questions to answer. The sun was setting fast, and we must grab our backpacks and walk down to the cars. We returned to our daily lives with a slightly lighter heart. Even in our time, in the 21st century, sometimes we need to lose ourselves in the magic and mysteries of our past.
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	Wars and battles between neighboring but rival municipalities

	 

	The 16th century is mainly remembered for the rebirth of the arts, culture, and sciences. The capital of the Renaissance in Marche was Urbino, birthplace of Raphael Sanzio, and home to numerous artists and scientists at the court of the Dukes of House of Della Rovere30. But the Duke della Rovere himself also proved to be a ruthless warrior who, to reconquer the territories taken from him by Cesare Borgia in the name of the Church, did not hesitate to attack other towns of the Marche region, laying them waste and allowing them to be plundered by his mercenary soldiers. The valiant defenders of small villages, such as Morro d’Alba, are now blessed in heaven and still watch over their native lands with a benevolent gaze.

	 

	 

	 

	MAY SAINT MICHAEL PROTECT US

	 

	On their march towards the surprise capture of the town of Jesi – a prize particularly coveted by Duke Francesco Maria Della Rovere – the mercenary soldiers in his pay, of Spanish and Gascon origin, showed no mercy to the small villages they encountered along the way. This is how events unfolded in Morro d’Alba, as recounted in the book “Le Marche e i suoi borghi - The Marche Region and Its Villages”.

	 


 

	
		MAY SAINT MICHAEL PROTECT US



	The Marche and its villages - 2022

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	From the watchtower, Demetrio, the Captain of the Guards, watched the two pillars of thick smoke that had been rising towards the sky for some time now, over there in the direction of Monte Santo Vito. Deep down, his heart was truly concerned. The castles of Albarello and Orgiuolo31 had been destroyed by the people of Jesi before they abandoned them, as they realised that the militias from Ancona would soon arrive and they would no longer be able to hold them off. Indeed, they thought it better to leave the enemy with smouldering ruins than with functional buildings that could be used as new strongholds. Scorched earth was the tactic armies used to employ before retreating and leaving the field to the enemy. It was not that the people of Jesi had not fought to hold on to the castles of Monsanvito, Albarello, Orgiuolo and even those of Monte Marciano and Rocca Priora. But by now the people of Ancona had allied themselves with the Duke of Urbino, Francesco Maria Della Rovere, and this was what worried Demetrio most. Lost in his thoughts, he hadn’t even noticed Venanzio, the Captain of the People, standing behind him; his voice made Demetrio start.

	«My friend Demetrio, what burdens your heart? We have nothing to worry about; the people of Ancona will not march all the way here to Morro. The papal legate would report this to the Pope, who would rebuke them severely and even impose monetary penalties upon them. Leone X, building on the papal bulls of his predecessors Gregorio XI and Eugenio IV, has decreed that Monsanvito, the fortress of Fiumesino and the castle of Albarello belong to Ancona. As for the rest, as has always been the case, the territories north of the Esino belong to Jesi, whilst those to the south belong to Ancona. Therefore, we can rest easy here.»

	«My Lord, it is not the skirmishes between Jesi and Ancona that concern me. The people of Jesi know full well how to counter the forces of Ancona. Proof of this is that, despite the Pope’s decisions, they maintained their siege of Monsanvito – which was occupied by the Anconans – for over a year. And when Ascolan soldiers, in the pay of Ancona, attempted to reach Monsano, they immediately sent Fiorano Santoni and a band of horsemen to resist their onslaught, and they soundly defeated the Ascolan.»

	It was the end of May and the days were getting longer. Evening was drawing in, but the sun was still high in the sky. The two captains followed the walkway until they reached the north-western tower. They strained their eyes against the glare of the sun, trying to make out the valley of the Misa, beyond Montaboddo. Everything looked peaceful in that direction.

	«It is the Duke of Urbino who worries me, my Lord», continued Demetrio. «Francesco Maria Della Rovere inherited the Duchy of Urbino, being Guidobaldo da Montefeltro’s nephew on his mother’s side. Whilst the Pope was a Della Rovere, he was even the Captain General of the Church, but when the Pope changed, Leone X stripped him of his possessions, contrary to all policy. Now, to take revenge for this, in addition to his alliance with Ancona, he has hired Spanish and Gascon mercenaries – barbaric and ruthless men – with whom he will attempt to reclaim his possessions, to the detriment of us all. It is well known that his stronghold is Senigallia, and we are just a stone’s throw away. His fury will engulf us!»

	«The people of Jesi will protect us», replied Venanzio. «Just a few weeks ago, on 4 May, on the feast day of Saint Florian, we presented Jesi with our pallium32 reaffirms our loyalty. Our offering of wax was far greater than that of any other municipality in the Contado. I am confident that the Jesi army will be here at our side when the time comes, not least because Della Rovere’s mercenaries would reach Jesi from here in the blink of an eye and must therefore be stopped beforehand. In any case, we also have the bombards to repel the enemy!»

	«I am not so sure about the support of the people of Jesi, my Lord. Just a few days ago I travelled to Jesi and had a meeting with Piersimone Ghislieri, a prominent and highly respected Doctor of Civil and canon law who is approaching his sixtieth and is due to be nominated as a cardinal. According to him, there is a strange atmosphere in Jesi. There are rumours of conspiracies and betrayals. The Bishop, Cardinal Baldeschi, has organised a grand celebration to mark the engagement of his niece Lucia to the son of the Captain of the People. The party, naturally, included all the noble families, including those from the towns belonging to the Contado; consequently, for the occasion, the city gates remained open, certainly until late in the evening. And then, at the very same time, a sizeable contingent of the Ancona army, comprising infantry and sappers, established camp on the southern bank of the Esino, very close to the town of Monsano. The people of Ancona spoke of a military exercise; even though they remained within their own territories, south of the river, they ought not to be trusted. If Della Rovere’s men, coming from Senigallia, were to attack Jesi from the north, the people of Ancona would quickly reach the town from the south, and it would be caught between two fires. If, as Ghislieri rightly believes, the bishop has made an agreement with the Duke of Urbino and the people of Ancona, the attack will take place precisely during the festival, whilst the city is unguarded and its gates are open. Moreover, we would be unable to stop Della Rovere’s mercenaries, as we cannot count on the help of the Jesi army, which, on the pretext of ensuring the festival’s security, will be confined within the city walls.»

	«In that case, my dear Demetrio, what advantage would the Bishop of Jesi gain from it?»

	«The Captain of the People of Jesi, Signor Franciolino Franciolini, might reasonably be killed in the fray, and perhaps even his son, his niece’s betrothed. With the Bishop remaining the sole authority present, he would rise to the role of peacemaker – a role that would certainly not be difficult for him, given that he had already reached an agreement with the enemy. He could make a good impression on the Pope and the people and consolidate both the ecclesiastical and temporal powers of the city of Jesi in his own hands.»

	«I do not believe a man of the Church is capable of such a thing. In any case, whether or not the army of Jesi will send some men to reinforce us, we have a duty to confront the Duke of Urbino’s men; we must try to stop them and prevent them from advancing towards Jesi. In any case, I have also asked Fabriano for men, as they too feel under threat. Coming from Senigallia, whilst some of the mercenaries will head towards Jesi, others might make their way up towards Arcevia, from where they could easily reach Fabriano as well.»

	«My Lord, I do not think they will arrive in time. The festival is scheduled for the 3rd of June. And today is already the 31st of May. We will be on our own, just a handful of men facing an army of bloodthirsty mercenaries. Hear me out: let us surrender. Della Rovere’s mercenary army will march through anyway, but at least we will save our lives.»

	«Never, never!» replied Venanzio, showing his Captain of Arms the short-sleeved, bright crimson doublet he was wearing, embroidered with the figure of a crowned rampant lion. «I have sworn loyalty to Jesi and I shall keep my word, until death! Instead, let us prepare our two bombards and position one on this tower and one on the north-eastern one. We must also prepare plenty of cannonballs to fire. The enemy will certainly arrive via the Via del Mare and will be at a disadvantage due to the uphill climb they must face to reach the foot of the escarpment. Before they reach the walls, we will have fired several cannonballs at them.»

	Demetrio sighed, knowing he couldn’t contradict his lord too much, well aware that the bombards they possessed were at least fifteen years old and fired fifteen-pound stone balls, while the enemy had modern, lightweight bombards that could be carried by horses without too much effort and could fire explosive projectiles. Just one of these would have been enough to blow open the only access door, opening an easy path for the enemy into the fortress.

	«I shall do as you say, my Lord. I shall arrange for the bombards to be moved from the cellars to the northern towers; I shall have them mounted and braced to prevent excessive recoil. I shall have all the projectiles at our disposal placed in their vicinity. I shall also order all able-bodied men, provided they are neither disabled nor too old, to stand ready and armed, and to take turns every four hours on the ramparts, starting tomorrow morning. But please allow me at least to leave the entrances to the cellars open, so that, if things take a turn for the worse, we may at least seek refuge there.»

	«Good, Demetrio. That’s exactly how I want to hear you speak – resolute and heroic! I myself shall prepare to fight at the first sign of danger. And may Saint Michael protect us all!»

	«May St Michael protect us!»

	 

	The following day, at dusk, the men on guard, in order to raise each other’s spirits, began to sing an ancient hymn.

	The trumpet sounds, the day is already over,

	the song of curfew has already risen.

	Up, watch from the towers, armed guards,

	hello, be attentive, keep watch in silence!

	For two days, nothing happened. Life in the village, within the walls, went on peacefully until, on 3 June, mid-morning, one of the watchmen raised an alarm, in a tone that did not fail to convey his concern: “They are descending from the Grottino towards the Triponzio ditch. There must be at least three thousand men, all foreigners, judging by their clothing. The cavalry is armed to the neck. The infantry is equipped with arquebuses, and the sappers are carrying light bombards, capable of firing explosive projectiles. Once they have crossed the fence and are on the ascent, we will be able to strike them with our bombards. Ready yourselves for battle!”

	 

	The women and children took refuge inside their homes, hoping in their hearts that the enemy would not manage to break through the city walls. Only a few made it down to the underground passages. Down there, on the lowest level, there was such a labyrinth of tunnels that even the oldest inhabitants of Morro found it difficult to find their way around. All the men fit for battle made their way to the ramparts. Demetrio did not even bother to count them, so obvious was their numerical inferiority compared to the Spanish and Gascon mercenaries who had by now crossed the Triponzio moat and were rapidly advancing up the Via del Mare, ready to storm the walls of Morro. Venanzio, by right of his title as Captain of the People, could have kept himself safe by avoiding the fight, but he wore his armour and ordered the stallion keeper to bring his horse out of the stable at the base of the south-western tower33. He mounted his horse and, armed with a shield, sword and dagger, lowered the visor of his helmet and took up position behind the massive front gate.

	When he saw the first enemy soldiers appear at the top of the hill, Demetrio ordered the gunners to open fire. The two bombards fired two projectiles at the enemy ranks, causing a bit of confusion but little or no damage. Reloading the guns took precious minutes. Meanwhile, a single explosive projectile smashed through the gate, clearing the way for the battle-hardened mercenaries who swept into the town. Venanzio, covered in dust but still unharmed, managed to knock down at least five enemy soldiers before being struck straight in the chest by an arquebus shot. He found himself on the ground, still alive because his armour had protected him, only to find himself surrounded by three enemies, who pulled off his helmet and severed his head clean off with a razor-sharp sword. There were little the defenders could do; those who did not die on the ramparts were left seriously wounded. Only four or five men managed to slip into the cellars and vanish without trace. Whilst the Spanish mercenaries had reached the ramparts and were now engaged in hand-to-hand combat with the Morresi, killing them one by one, the Gascons began setting fire to a few houses to force the women out into the open. As they emerged from their homes, they were attacked and stripped of their jewellery and any valuables they carried. A few, calling out “May St Michael protect us!”, reached the church to seek refuge, but the Gascons showed no mercy and forced their way in there too.

	 

	A woman, perhaps Venanzio’s own wife, with a haughty and masculine bearing, managed to slap a Gascon soldier who, with intolerable greed mingled with lust, was thrusting his hands into her bosom to snatch away a ring she had hidden there. Then, without the slightest fear, she stood amongst some Spanish soldiers, who, impressed by her courage, spared her life, restraining that furious Gascon who was about to strike her.34

	 

	In the late afternoon, the invaders, satisfied with their spoils, hoisted the flag of the Della Rovere family of Senigallia on the tallest tower – the south-eastern one – and reorganised themselves to head for a destination far more coveted and lucrative from the point of view of plunder: Jesi. San Marcello did not escape their wrath, but Jesi had to be reached by nine o’clock in the evening35. Thanks to an act of treachery from within, the gates of the city were found open, and the Ancona army was awaiting to strike. Indeed, a festival was occurring, so the Captain of the People, Franciolino Franciolini, and his son Andrea, a valiant Captain of Arms, were taken by surprise and easily defeated. From there, it took very little for the city and the surrounding countryside to be sacked!

	In Morro, the survivors were counted. Of the eight hundred people, around two hundred had survived, most of them women, children and the elderly. Demetrio had been wounded but had escaped death. All that remained for them to do was to gather in the church and give thanks to Saint Michael the Archangel for having spared their lives.
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	The main squares of Jesi and the Fountain of the Lions

	 

	Although Jesi’s main square is supposedly the birthplace of Emperor Federico II, the ancient Roman Forum, located at the intersection of the Cardo and Decumanus and thus the city’s nerve center, when a Jesi resident says “I’m going to the square” they head to Piazza della Repubblica, the very site of the Pergolesi Theater. Over time, the two squares have also disputed a monument, the Fountain of the Lions, that fountain surmounted by an obelisk, a Masonic symbol par excellence, moved from one square to the other and recently returned to its original location. Let’s leave aside the contingent and political reasons that led to these moves and focus on that stele, projected toward the sky, indicating that sooner or later we will all reach it.

	 

	 

	THE RECONQUERED SQUARE36

	 

	In 2021, I was asked to write a story inspired by a sports figure from the Marche region. To avoid the usual Roberto Mancini or Valentina Vezzali, I chose an Olympic champion, Marta Gambella, who excelled in softball in recent decades. What does a champion from Macerata have to do with the squares of Jesi? They have something in common, and you’ll find out by reading this story!
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	Marta parked her car and continued on foot through the streets of the historic center. « I’ve always been passionate about challenges», she repeated to herself, « and now that I am well past forty—in fact, almost fifty—it is only right that they no longer take place solely on the ground, but in other arenas as well. »

	The local elections were approaching, and she had been asked to run for office with the promise of serving as the Councilor for Sports for the Municipality of Macerata. She came here to Jesi to exchange some ideas with an old acquaintance of hers, Ugo, who held the same position in the municipality of the city of Frederick II for nearly a decade. She and Ugo used to meet often during the golden days of their national team careers—she as captain of the softball team, he as a soccer player in Serie B, though a devoted fan of the far more famous Roberto Mancini. And so, during major sporting events, they were often side by side. 

	Thoughts jostled for space in her mind, and she didn’t even notice that, walking at a brisk pace, she had quickly reached the much larger Piazza Federico II from the small square where she left her car. Marta loved this square; she loved to think that, long ago, the Swabian emperor—the Stupor Mundi37—was born on this very ground. But she noticed something strange. The square seemed deserted! Of course—the fountain of the lions38, the one with the obelisk in the centre, was gone! In its place was a patch of grey concrete that clashed with the surrounding cobblestones. 

	«What happened to the fountain?» she asked a passerby.

	«They moved it back to where it originally was, in Piazza della Repubblica, across from the Pergolesi Theater», the guy replied, quickly walking away—perhaps because he was in a hurry, or perhaps because he was afraid to discuss the subject. Marta grabed her smartphone and searched the Internet for news on the subject. And there were plenty of articles—yes, plenty—some of them even critical of the city administration, which, in order to secure a substantial bequest from an eccentric millionaire, had accepted the clause in his will stating his wish that the fountain be returned to where he used to see it as a child, in Piazza della Repubblica. And the whole thing had been carried out in record time, without even consulting the citizens—perhaps through a referendum—since the notary who had made this prominent figure’s wishes public had pointed out that there were also deadlines to be met.

	Incredibile! Even though Marta wasn’t from Jesi, she liked this square just the way it was before—the way she’s always seen it! And yet, on second thought, this large, rectangular, empty, completely open space now reminded her of a playground. And she imagined a sferisterio39, like the one in Macerata, which wasn’t built as an opera house but as an arena. That’s right! All it would take here is to build a semicircular grandstand for the audience along one of the long sides, and the square would be ready to host a reenactment of a Palla al Bracciale tournament.

	Suddenly, a voice behind her made her jump. It snapped her out of her thoughts.

	«Ugo, are you trying to give me a heart attack before I even get the chance to enjoy the thrill of being a Councillor?»

	«Marta, you’re still the same as ever! Always with your head in the clouds! I really wonder what you’re thinking! An athlete has to think clearly, not daydream. But let’s get down to business. I was expecting you in my office over half an hour ago, and when I didn’t see you coming, I went out. And here I find you, gazing at a square stripped of its fountain! But your 
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