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The Story

 


“Due
billetti per Assisi,” the
Storyteller ordered train tickets in his best Italian, in the grand
station of Milan, Italy, one morning in the middle of October,
1997.

The ticket agent replied in English,
“There are earthquakes in Assisi!” Then proudly, he continued, “We,
in Milan, do not have earthquakes, situated as we are in the great
Po valley upon a vast water table. Do your really want to go to
Assisi? Stay here. Go to the opera instead.”

“Grazie,” the Storyteller said
as he took the large orange cardboard tickets, the size of airplane
tickets. “Yes, we know there are earthquakes in Assisi.”

The earthquakes began
September 27. Storyfest Journey’s
Pilgrimage To Saint Francis’and St. Claire’s Assisi
was scheduled to begin October 19 with nineteen
people. We called Leonard Murphy, a seismologist, who told us about
the nature of the particular earthquakes in Assisi. “These
earthquakes are unusual,” he said. “They usually occur in
connection with volcanoes in the middle of the ocean. Unlike
California earthquakes, they will continue for a very long time at
the same intensity. Most of the damage has been done. Go on your
trip. You are safe. Just don’t stand under any stone arches.” And
that is how we found ourselves, waiting on the train platform in
Milan.

*****

“I hope this is the right
place to catch the train to Assisi,” I said.

A young woman assured us in English.
She added, “Assisi is my home.” Then she asked, “Where will you
stay during your visit?”

“In Petrignano. Just
outside Assisi. At a hotel called La Torretta.”

“That is really my home!”
she said, amazed at the coincidence. “My friend from Petrignano
called me last night. She was afraid. My friend thought they would
all die on Friday night. They were told the biggest earthquake ever
was coming that night. It is very hard.”

Then, out of the blue she asked, “Are
you journalists?”



“Oh, no, not journalists!”
we laughed. “Are you?”

“Well, yes, I am. I am
going to Assisi to write a story for our Sunday magazine. My editor
told me it is no job for the daughter of a lady.” The wistful young
girl, obviously the daughter of a lady, smiled. Then she confided,
“I have to do good on this assignment. I am what you call
free-lance. I need the work.”

“Where did you learn to
speak English?” Bob asked, changing the subject.

“England,” she said. She
seemed happy, remembering. “I went to school in York. I studied
Norman art in English Cathedrals: York Cathedral, Ely,
Bath.”

She smiled, but she looked so forlorn.
She was dressed all in black: black jeans, a black shirt. Her long
hair was dark and unruly.

“Did living near Assisi
contribute to your love of art?” asked the Storyteller.

“Oh, yes,” she said
passionately. “I cannot tell you how much. I feel such sorrow
inside when I think of all the lost art in Assisi.”

Suddenly, she took sunglasses out of
her backpack and put them on to hide her eyes. She was crying. The
train started. We headed south toward earthquake-scarred
Umbria.

*****

We arrived at the train
station in Assisi. Red and white tape sealed the main entrance to
the station. To an American eye, it looked like striped candy
canes. In Italy this tape meant, Aviso, Watch out.

Gino, our taxi driver, drove his taxi
along the plain of Santa Maria degli Angeli. Suddenly Gino laughed
loudly.

“See those Japanese
tourists.” We saw a group of twenty Japanese crouched down among
the staked vines. “They are trying to hide from the
wind.”

But when we got to our hotel, La
Torretta, the owner, Mr. Spigarelli, greeted us by saying, “Did you
feel the latest earthquake? It just happened 10 minutes
ago.”

“The
Japanese tourists in the vineyard had been protecting themselves
from the terremoto,” said the Storyteller,
comprehending their actions. “The insulation of the rubber tires of
the moving vehicle must have prevented us from feeling the tremor.”
Then he mused. “How strange the Italian word for earthquake sounds!
Almost like Japanese.”

*****

We went to Assisi by local bus the
next day. Gone were the groups of pilgrims we had seen in happier
times. Instead, men dressed in jump suits with florescent yellow
stripes and yellow crash helmets patrolled the streets. Some wore
climbing gear and scaled the front of the Basilica as if it were
the face of a cliff. Numerous television crews milled about,
looking for a story. Police guarded the streets.

The Piazza del Comune had been
transformed. Once this central piazza had been filled with children
playing and old men drinking espresso. Times before, we had seen
the stone faces of buildings with their arched doorways and dark
wooden doors. Tourists and pigeons once had strutted in front of
the Temple of Minerva. Now the fire trucks, police vans, mobile
social services, and press vanguard seized the public
space.

The gates to the city were sealed. The
danger of their falling was too great. The Bishop had closed all
the churches after four men were killed in the Basilica. Facades
fell off houses and left brick and stone exposed.

In the back streets of Assisi, people
moved their possessions out into the street. There, the couches and
chairs stood amidst piles of rubble from plaster facades, concrete
details, and terra cotta roofs which had fallen during the quakes.
Dogs and cats wandered freely, or lay nonchalantly in the winter
sun.

We stopped in a cafe bar by San
Rufino’s Cathedral, near where St. Clare had lived as a girl. We
sat for a long time, drinking espresso, for we had paid 5,000 lire
for the privilege of sitting down.

A team of experts entered the small
bar, five men and a woman. They looked intently at walls and
ceilings. They were stern. There were no pleasantries.

Two women stood behind the bar,
anxious, angry. They glared at the team of experts, their arms
folded across their chests. We could see them in the
mirror.

Then, abruptly, the team was gone. The
bar remained open.

But when we walked outside, the
experts were ordering men to seal off the street above the bar. The
metal gate, wound around about with red and white tape, was right
at the boundary of the bar.

Up the street, a man came out of his
house. He cursed the work men, calling down imprecations upon their
heads.

The work men ignored him, putting the
barrier in place, thus effectively sealing him, and his business,
from the commerce of the street.

The police, in groups of two, walked
back and forth in front of the barricade. They wore black uniforms
with caps of gold and two holsters each about their
waist.

But later, after the
commotion died down, it was easy enough to slip through the
barricades. Via Porta Perlici, the road above San Rufino, was
fortified with an internal skeleton of new wood braced against the
old pink stones. Housewives set out clay pots of lacy asparagus
ferns and blooming impatiens. “Amore,” whispered an old man to an
old woman as they walked through the wooden tunnel into the
sunshine beyond.

We walked high up to The Rock, the
fortress above Assisi which in Francis’ time had belonged to the
German oppressors. We could see Perugia, where Francis languished
in jail as a young man. To the East was Mount Subasio, and at our
feel lay all of Assisi. From up so high, we could see to the far
distant north, almost as far as LaVerna, where Francis received the
Stigmata. Behind us were The Marches, from whence the men of Assisi
carried home the dying body of Francis.

In the distance, there was the sound
of gunshots. Hunters claimed the winter months. The grape leaves
had turned red. Smoke ascended from chimneys in the town,
scribblings on a slate blue sky. Lizards sunned themselves on the
pink stone. Wild mustard and geraniums grew in weedy abundance
amidst limbs of the junky Tree of Heaven.

The Storyteller spoke. His words were
a murmur.

 


*****

 


When Francis was only
sixteen, he and his father, and other men of Assisi, climbed this
mountain and tore down the impregnable fortress of the German Lord,
known locally as “Fly in the Brain.” The men tore the fortress
down, stone by stone. It lay in rubble about their feet. Strange
work for a young teenage boy. And then the men of Assisi began to
build the city as their city, a commune.
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