Cliffnotes on Tuscany

(or at least some parts you’ll see while at camp)

La Dolce Vita

Tuscany Tour
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The following is borrowed heavily from guidebooks, the web and urban legends and edited with reckless abandon.

A Little History: THE ETRUSCANS

According to the Greek historian, Herodotus, the Etruscans were migrants from Lydia in Asia Minor and stumbled into the region bonked out of their brains.  According to Herodotus, a famine had plagued Lydia a millennium ago and King Tyrrhenus divided his people into two groups, one group making a bee line for Insalata Caprese while the other perished.  About 400 years later Dionysius, the Greek historian not the other one of the Doors fame, called Bollycocks and insisted the Etruscans "migrated from nowhere else, but were native to the country," meaning Italy.

The Etruscan empire had it’s coming out party about the 9th century B.C. but two hundred years later began showing early signs of decay. The good, fun-loving life caught up with the Etruscans quickly. They turned soft and had a pension for infighting.  Most of the big name cities throughout the region had their own armies and used them to fight one another for world dominance, at least their world.  This made for easy pickins initially for the Greeks, the budding Romans and eventually the Gauls who put a fork in the region.  But the Etruscans were really done in by the Etruscans.  Watching with delight as rival city-states got pick off by the invaders di giorni, their pride ended up limiting their good ride to about 8 centuries.

HIGHPOINTS OF THE CITIES AND VILLAGES AROUND CASTAGNETO

But First, The Cycling

The area in which we are riding has a deep cycling heritage.  The roads we will be riding are the same ones teams such as US Postal Service, Saeco, Robobank, Mapei, Lampre, Motorola and Paneria ride and have all ridden for spring training camp.  So deep is the heritage that many of the corners and climbs are named after famous cyclist.  And yes, we will be taking it easy in Hincapie Corner, where the USPS veteran took one of the curves on the Suvereto - Sassetta road a little too fast for even his incredible bike handling skills.  The area is also the hometown to many famous cyclists, including Paolo Bettini.  Nuff said.

But if you don’t take our word for it, how about Gilberto Simoni’s:  "The roads here offer bewitching panoramas of the real Tuscany. You can pedal for miles without seeing a car. You can enjoy yourself here, the route from Castagneto through Sassetta to Suvereto is technically perfect…”  But then what does the winner of the 2001 and 2003 Giro d’Italia know about cycling, much less cycling in Italy?
Castagneto Carducci

Named for the birthplace of the Nobel Laureate[image: image1.png]


 (1906) poet, Carducci, the Castagneto Carducci region also arguably produces the best olive oil in Italy.  Looking south from Castagneto you’ll see the Donoratico Castle.  All that remains are the tower and a double walled curtain.  Initially made of timbers before the 10th century, the stone castle was erected somewhere in the mid 1100’s by the Counts Della Gherardesca.  The castle defended this part of the coasts from the bloody incursions of the Saracen, the pirates and the enemies of the Pisane Republic.  Rumor has it that this castle was the site of one of the more gruesome battles identified in Dante’s Inferno.  

As to the town itself, it is medieval in origin.  Since the first decades of the thirteenth century, it belonged to the enormous feud of the Della Gherardesca, who kept their feudal privileges even when the Florentines overcame the Pisan rule and right up to 1749 when Castagneto was decreed an independent Commune.  The original castle is still in tact from the seventh century although the many inhabitants over the years all plied their handiwork in alterations.
Sassetta

The village of Sassetta is a rare beauty.  Medieval in origin, Sassetta is situated atop red marble spurs which is just about the only thing strong enough to hold it in place on the hillside.  Over the years many powerful families came to dominate Sassetta, the most ancient of these are the Pannochia of the Pisana family of Orlandi who dominated this place for about four centuries. In 1405 Sassetta followed the destiny of many towns and castles, who passed under the power of Florence, when the family of the Gherardesca (of Castagneto fame), buckled under to the Florentines and accepted the act of submission to the Florentine Republic.

Suvereto

Down one of the best twisting descents in the area from Sassetta lies Suvereto, which dates back to before 1000.  Until the end of the 14th century it belonged to the Counts of the Aldobrandeschi family, who in 1201 granted it the "Charta Libertatis". In the 1300's it became the Commune of the Republic of Pisa, in the 1400's it became a part of the Signoria of the Appiani and during the Napoleonic Age it was entrusted to Elisa Bonaparte Baciocchi. In 1815 it became the Commune of the Grand Duchy of Tuscany. In spite of it’s schizophrenic past, Suvereto holds some great medieval treasures, including the Church of S. Giusto, the Palazzo Comunale, the Rocca, the cloister of S. Francesco, the Church dell'Annunziata, the Church della Madonna Sopra la Porta, the Fountain degli Angeli di A. Gualdi and a great bakery.

Monteverdi Marittimo 
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Charming, intimate and friendly, Monteverdi sits at 360 meters (a little over 1,100 feet) above the plains stretching out to the Etruscan coast and the Tyrrenian sea.  Due to its sweeping views, unspoiled oak and cork forests and ideal weather, Monteverdi was one of the jewels handed out by the Roman Emperor to his most loyal and longest serving veterans.   Monteverdi is also home of Rolando Stefanacci, world renown sculptor, mystic and ancient historian.  As Colleen refers to him, Rolando is the original and real Di Vinci Code man.  

Bolgheri

This too is a town of medieval origin, that also belonged to the Della Gherardesca family since before the year 1000, later to suffer sacking and destruction (a common theme).  The present castle was established in the sixteenth century with town works projects completed in the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, such as the Church of SS. Giacomo.  In a little square of the village sits the house where Carducci lived as a child. The long straight avenue, lined by the cypress trees celebrated by the poet, leads to the chapel of San Guido, that Simone Maria Della Gherardesca had built in 1703 to honor the memory of his ancestor Guido.  

Montescudaio

Situated on a hill like every Maremma village of ancient origin and with a name that reminds us of the strategic military function of the village throughout the ages, Montescudaio (Mountain Shield) has ancient origins, documented by archaeological remains that prove the existence of human settlements of medieval times. It became a commune in 1405. Around it are the hills leading to the Cecina plain, woods, olive groves and vineyards.  

Just outside of Montescudaio sits another strategic military outpost, Guardistallo (no interpretation necessary).  The locally infamous Della Gherardesca left their mark on the history of the village, best seen in the Civic Tower, the Church of San Lorenzo and Sant'Agata of the thirteenth century, the Church of Maria SS del Carmelo. The real jewel of Guardistallo is the Marchionneschi theater built in 1882, recently restored and reopened to the public.

Massa

Dubbed the finest historic town in the Maremma (basically the big flat area between the hills and the sea along the Tuscan coast) Massa Marittima was originally a mining town pulling out big bucks in silver, copper and other shiny minerals of value.  Massians were not shy about flaunting their good fortune and during the 1200’s they built what was to become many great and interesting attractions for visitors from the 21st century.  Included in these public works projects are the Piazza Garibaldi and it’s Pisan Romanesque Duomo, dedicated to St. Cerbone, the Bishop of Populonia in the 6th century, who rumor has it convinced a flock of geese to follow him all the way to Rome when summonsed there on heresy charges.  The Duomo is known for its superb stone carvings.  Unfortunately for the Massians, their mineral wealth drew the attention of Siena and Pisa, the former fully absorbing the town in 1335.

In addition to the Duomo, the castle of Massa crowns the top of a rocky hill and dates from the early middle ages.  The castle was the seat of the marquises of Massa and was always closely related to the coast and the sea, due to its strategic position for fighting against the pirates.   In 1269 the castle was leveled by the army of the nearby city of Lucca that didn't tolerate the willingness of the Massa inhabitants kowtowing to the Emperor's troops.  The castle was eventually refurbished and by the 17th century the castle became one of the finest residence in the area.

HIGHPOINTS OF THE CITIES AND VILAGES AROUND TREQUANDA

Val d’Orcia and Le Crete

The general area we will be visiting is Le Crete.  This truly one of the gems of Tuscany and offer cyclists an incredible sensory overload of beauty, history and of course, great food and wine.  Le Crete (the clays, pronounced crey-tay) offers a unique and stark beauty which forms everyone’s stereotypical image of Tuscany; rolling hills of rich undulating brown and sepia tones dotted with occasional manicured cypress trees.  Transported into the land of calendars and postcards, you can’t help but stop from time to time to say “Hey, haven’t I’ve seen this before”, and in all likelihood you have.

Siena
One of the big boys of Tuscany, Siena has a long and powerful past and is a true gift to humanity.  We’ll be taking a guided tour of city but first a few tidbits to perk your interest.  

Although urban legend has it the city was founded by Senius (sound familiar?) and Acius, sons of Remus (as in Romulus and Remus, the founders of Rome who more urban legend also has it were supposedly raised by a wolf, but actually a prostitute), Siena was originally an Etruscan city, although it still uses the wolf as it’s city mascot in deference to Remus.  Greater Siena is made up of 17 neighborhoods or contrade, each with its own church, social center, flag and animal symbol.  When strolling around the city, keep an eye upwards to the sides of buildings where you can still see the flag and animal symbol in tile when you cross into a new contrade.

Of the many historical and religious offerings of the city, the Campo and the Duomo seem to stand out in most tour guides, and for good reason.  The Campo is the large town square and is the true center of this shopper’s paradise as most roads lead into or circle around the Campo.  It is also the locale for the famous Palio, a twice annual, no holds barred, bareback horse race around the Campo; and yes, they actually bring in dirt and make a horse racing track out of downtown.  Three laps by representatives of the 17 contrade (but since only 9 allowed to compete, they cycle through the 17 contenders) and the first horse across the finish line, with or without the rider, wins.  The only rule is you cannot interfere with another rider’s reins; otherwise, kicking, biting, whip-ping, and bribery are all allowed, if not for some, encouraged.  And the prize, basically bragging rights until the next Palio.
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The Duomo of Siena is considered one of the finest cathedrals in the world and a window into the history of Siena and the evolution of the church.  Built in 1215, although pieces are parts have been added over the years, the overall desire was to create a monument to the city of Siena, especially over its arch enemy Florence.  And it worked.  The Duomo is a magnificent architectural achievement in black and white (we’ll go into that when we’re there) containing both the world renown frescos of the Piccolomini library and the famous 56 marble panels of the cathedral’s floor providing a religious Giro d’Italia via biblical stories, secular images and subtle allegory.

Pienza 
Often called the perfect Renaissance city, Pienza was conceived as a Utopian “New Town” by Pope Pius II.  Not being above delivering a sharp poke in the ribs to his nemesis, shortly after his election to the papacy in 1458, Pope Pius II decided to build a city that would outshine Siena – the city that had exiled his family years before.  So in 1459 he began construction of Pienza on the site of the village of his birth.  Unfortunately for Pius II, he died two years after the completion of the cathedral and a couple of palaces, so the town never grew much beyond that so it looks like Siena won afterall.

The architect had his challenges in building the Duomo and Piazza Pio II in that he had to use the exiting main drag of Pienza and also had to make sure the Duomo had a view.  As you will see, the view from the Duomo is spectacular, however, that didn’t leave much room for the Piazza in front.  However, due to a little architectural magic, the buildings on either side of the Duomo are slanted outward to create an optical illusion of sorts making the front of the Duomo appear much grander and impressive.  

Of the many shops in Pienza, if you are looking for the perfect pecorino, keep a look out for La Naturalista along the Corso Rossellino (named after the architect of the Duomo and its surrounding buildings).  They are happy to give you a sample of some of the best and most unique cheeses you’ll ever taste.  Our favorite is the pecorino wrapped in walnut leaves, but the pecorino wrapped in grape skins is a close second. 

Montalcino

Montalcino is a classic Tuscan hilltop town, set within a fully intact wall and provides a little of everything you could ask for.  Think, if Disneyworld had a Tuscanland, they’d come to Montalcino for inspiration.   One of the longer holdouts from Sienese domination, the town was originally Etruscan or even earlier, and up until the 1960’s was still the poorest locality in Sienaworld.  However, with the 60’s finally came world recognition of Italian wines and Montalcino has ridden its Brunello fame into the prosperity and indoor plumbing.

Abbazia di Monte Oliveto Maggiore
Arguably Tuscany’s finest monastery, Monte Oliveto Maggiore is perched in the heartland of the Crete’s sun-baked rolling hills and lone solider cypress trees.  Founded around 1300 by a Sienese noble who renounced all worldly goods after being struck blind and then seeing visions of the Virgin Mary, the abbey is still functioning with many parts off limits to visitors.  However, we can still visit the impressive frescos and, if lucky, hear the Gregorian chants of the monks.

The Wines of Tuscany: What’s Up DOC?

Most armchair vinofiles are aware of the three named big hitters of Tuscan wine: Chianti, Brunello di Montalcino and Vino Nobile di Montepulciano, and of course the Super Tuscans.  Chianti comes from seven Chianti districts scattered about Tuscany with the core region being between Florence and Siena.  Chianti became the world’s first officially defined wine-producing area in 1716 when Cosimo III took out a pencil and drew the boundaries around which vineyards on the inside could be allowed to call their wine Chianti.  Most of the nig Tuscans are based primarily on the local Sangiovese grape, which is making headlines of its own in the US.

For the Trequanda area, look out for Brunello di Montalcino and Nobile di Montepulciano (also Rosso di Montepulciano or Rosso di Montalcino for those who like the look of the Euro so much they want to keep more of them in their pockets).  Also, Donatella Cinelli Colombini, the proprietress of our home in Trequanda, Fattoria del Colle, makes an outstanding red, Cenerentola or Cinderella.
Not to be outdone by the headline grabbing areas to the east, the region in which we will be riding has a very strong and noble vinohistory, some good, some better forgotten.  During the sixties the Bolgheri area became well-known for its large production of Rosé.  You remember Rosé, candles in bottles, macramé plant hangers, bean bag chairs and The Carpenters.  It was during this embarrassing period that the Italian government introduced the Denominazione di Origine Controllata or D.O.C. (literally translated as denomination of controlled origin) which is essentially a certificate that is awarded to wine producers who are of the recognized region who meet certain quality standards. The other certificate is DOCG which literally means denomination of controlled origin and guaranteed. This is extremely prestigious and very difficult to obtain.  Today, Tuscany has 38 DOC classified wines and only 5 of which have also earned the DOCG denomination.
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Strada del Vino / Costa degli Etruschi

Throughout the many rides we will be taking in an around the Castagneto area, we will often be following the Strada del Vino (the Vine Road) while passing through 3 impressive D.O.C. regions: Bolgheri D.O.C. (Bolgheri and Castagneto Carducci) Montescudio D.O.C. (Montescudio, Guardistallo, Casale and Bibbobia) and the Val di Cornia D.O.C. (Sassetta, Suvereto and Campiglia).  

Of note from the region are the Super Tuscans Sassicaia, (Cabernet Sauvignon 85%, Cabernet Franc 15%) produced at Bolgheri, and Ornellaia, produced on the farm of the same name in Bolgheri, which received the best Italian Cabernet award from Decanter (a haughty English wine magazine) and Wine of the Year 2002 from Wine Spectator.
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