
Thoughts – travel in Apulia

“To travel is to live” remarked the man from Odense, Hans Christian Andersen.  
He carried his sketch pad and his imagination.  And memory – memory of a woman he 
loved when he was young.  He carried her letter of rejection all his days.  Travel was his
second love and this love did not disappoint.

Like Hans Christian Andersen, I have spent my life traveling – with a sketch pad 
and my imagination.  Travel is like an exciting women, always new, an adventure filled 
with surprises.  A guide book cannot really guide the adventurous traveler.  Italo  
Calvino knows this and his book Invisible Cities should be read by every person who 
sees life as exploration, both of self and of the world.  What does one remember from 
travel?  A conversation, a bird or flower or butterfly, colors of light, a passing woman, a 
particularly pleasurable meal.

Like Virgil, Italia has become one of my homes.  In 1965 my resplendent wife 
Mary-Lou and I “discovered” Taormina and the red orgasm of Mount Etna.  We spent 
the winter of 1965-1966 there and explored landscapes, mythical and actual, of Sicilia.  
We met Sara Johnson, an American woman living alone on the coast beneath Etna.  
We met Jacques and Janine Neuckens from La Hulpe in Belgium.  We met a family 
traveling circus as one finds in a novel by Henri Bosco.  We traveled to Siracusa, where 
Athens was defeated and Athenian glory ended in humiliation.  That is where I first 
became aware that Sicily had been “Greek”.  Of course it was Greek as Marseilles and 
Naples were Greek.  The magnificent temple of Concord in Agrigento rivals any Greek 
temple in its setting and its majesty, for the Greeks loved building temples to the sea.  I 
love the Temple at Sounion outside of Athens.

So I, a descendant of Odysseus, traveled time again to the Mediterranean in 
general and of course to Italia.  Maybe thirty visits.  As I get older I crave to see places I 
never saw, so last year I journeyed to Apulia.  I had been told Lecce was elegantly 
lovely.  It is.  

Towns named Kalimara and Galipoli have Greek names.  So it was time to 
explore Apulia.  It was time to explore Salento.  I was in for many surprises – a 
Phoenician cave sculpting in Torre del Orso, architecture that reminded me of 
plateresque style in Salamanca in Spain and sculpture that was nurtured in Catalonia.  
This part of Italy still retained its Spanish influence as much as its Greek vestiges.  I 
vaguely remembered that the Spanish had controlled for many centuries the South of 
Italy – that the original inhabitants of Sicily were Iberian.

I arrived by boat from Corfu in early May 2017 in Brindisi.  In Brindisi I was 
greeted by the single majestic tall Roman tower (its twin is in Lecce).  In this city, where 
Virgil died, I discovered a plaque with lines from a poem by Portuguese poet Sophia de 
Mello Breyner Andresen.  Her poetic journey in Itaca is in Italian and I remember 
thinking the Portuguese original should have been presented as well.  Here is her 
celebration of Brindisi:
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“Quando le luci della notte si rifletteranno
immobili sulle acque verdi di Brindisi…
L’allegria starà dentro di te acces a come un frutto …

The train to Lecce from Brindisi takes perhaps 40 minutes.  Lecce – a baroque 
city in pink; Lecce with its Greek roots; Lecce where a bizarre mixture of Greek and 
Italian is present in the pigeon language griko.  I saw menus in griko.  There were not 
many tourists – a Dutch tour group, a German tour group and I thought Lecce in 2017 is
like   Firenze in 1965 – a small city with elegance and art and charm.  But Firenze today
like an old lady who was once irresistible, does nothing for me now.  Mass tourism, 
hordes lined up like sheep - and paying - to see a painting in Santa Maria Novella.  The 
stress, the traffic, the rush of modern life make Florence today one long traffic jam.  No 
charm here.  How lucky I was to spend five months in Italy in 1965-1966 when Orvieto 
was a village, when driving in Rome was easy, when there were no long lines waiting to 
visit the Uffizi or the Capodimonte in Napoli.  Sorento was small.  Few if any hotels – 
Italy was charming then.

Apulia is charming today.  Perhaps because it is so far from the more famous 
places in Italy, relative isolation has spared it the modern plagues of group tourism.  
Group tourism is not travel.  It is pre-packaged, structured journeying without freedom, 
spontaneity. It is traveling in a bubble.

In Lecce there are lots of Nigerians, mostly Ibo.  There are many lovely baroque 
churches, but after seeing one or two churches, I suffer from church fatigue.  The same 
is true with art museums.  After an hour and a half my mind, my inner being, cannot 
absorb any more.

In Lecce I ate pezzetti di cavalo al sugo, a horsemeat stew cooked in a tomato 
based sauce.  It was delicious.  Anthony Bourdain would have loved it!  Here was a dish
unlike anything I had ever eaten in Italy although in my student days at the University of 
Strasbourg in the student cafeteria they served horsemeat.  In the same restaurant I 
had the best, most delicate tiramisu.

The Greeks are philosophers.  Their vocabulary tells stories.  The Greek word for
“happiness” (eutixía) has as its root “tixi” (luck).  I met by accident two wonderful young 
people, Cristina Moramarco, a nursing student, and her boyfriend Francesco Trinchera, 
a dynamic student of political science at the University of Lecce.  Both speak English, 
both read a lot, both have traveled.  They do not dwell in Plato’s cave.  These two were 
my Virgil guiding me to Salento.

The coastal scenery is wild, almost pristine.  There are not regiments of hotels 
like those that have destroyed the wonder of the Spanish coast from Barcelona to the 
Portuguese border in the Algarve.  The rocks like statutes seem eternal; the sea is 
powerful – and on a clear day one can see the coast of Albania.  One can walk a 
kilometer on the deserted beaches in May seeing only an occasional couple holding 
hands.  Ghosts are here – Greeks, Phoenicians, Ottomans, Spaniards, Romans.  At a 
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small village, Torre del Orso, my guides took me up some rocks on the beach.  They 
wanted to show me a cave they like.  Here one sees a relief sculpted probably long ago.
There is the outline of a ship.  It sailed once and sails still in the artist’s imagination.  I 
thought of Altamira.  I thought of Virgil.  Art, history alive and beauty, desolate beauty.

On my 75th birthday my young friends took me to Galatina, a charming town with 
lovely squares in the interior, perhaps twenty kilometers from Lecce.  The town has 
dignity, nobility, a sense of pride.  We met a Mexican man, who had been living there for
many years.  He seemed a bit down and out.  We drank beer.  He danced – and I 
thought of Guadalajara and Juárez, when people drink and dance and mariachi songs 
sing of love, desire, and disappointment.

Cristina and Francesco (I thought of Paolo and Francesca!) took me to Otranto, 
made famous in the gothic novel of Horace Walpole.  This is a haunting town.  Spirits 
are everywhere silently lamenting man’s eternal inability to see the world as one.  Skulls
speak of horrors.  Mosaics tell stories from the Garden of Eden to Alexander the Great 
of Macedonia.  I studied Greek in Thessalonica at Alexander the Great school.  
Alexander, who established about 40 cities that bear his name, still rides, still travels, 
still echoes in the corridors of history.  The linking of Greece and Italy – “the glory that 
was Greece, the grandeur that was Rome” sings Edgar Poe in his mellifluous poem “To 
Helen”.  Some call her Helen of Troy, others call her Helen of Sparta.  Apparently she 
had many lovers.  Both in Greece and Italy, female beauty from Aphrodite to Sophia 
Loren, female beauty is honored, is celebrated.  In my poetry I do this as well, as my 
wife Mary-Lou was Aphrodite, although in USA perhaps I am among the few spiritual  
descendants of Phidias and Bernini, who know that women’s beauty and eroticism is 
perhaps the greatest thing!  Sex and celebration and art do not go together in my 
country – to say the least!

The Cathedral of the Annunciation in Otranto is one of those churches that one 
cannot forget.  Like Chartres, like Wells, like the Basilicia of Saint Francis in Assisi, 
where Giotto, an angel of art, told stories of the saint of saints.  The floor mosaic of 
1163-1165 tells stories, explores nature.  It is huge.  There is hagiography of people and
beasts.  Here Alexander the Great lives.  Equally memorable is the ossuary chapel with 
the 813 skulls of Christians, decapitated for refusing to convert to Islam when in the 15 th 
century, Ottoman forces attacked.  The archbishop Pendinelli was among those 
beheaded.  In 2013 the 813 martyrs, who had taken refuge in the church, were granted 
sainthood by Popel Benedict XVI.

In summer the town of Salento and the beaches are crowded so I was fortunate 
to come in May.  But ill winds blow in Salento.  Young people are leaving, going abroad.
The cancer rate is the highest in Italy as nuclear waste is dumped in Salento.  The 
people like many in the South of Italy feel they are looked down by those in Milano and 
Torino.

I left Lecce heading to Napoli, the city I love best in Italy.  I love San Carlo.  To 
me it is the most beautiful of Italy’s opera houses – and I have been to La Feniche as 
well as La Scala.  I wanted to return to Napoli, to see Virgil’s grave.  His solitary tomb 
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lies perhaps 200 meters from the sea on a hill overlooking Vesuvius.  Virgil was 
accompanying me, guiding me.

Half way between Lecce and Napoli lies Taranto, another alluring caravan serai 
in Apulia.  Taranto (Taros) is the only Spartan settlement in Italy.  It was founded in 706 
B.C.  I came mostly to see the Museo Nazionale Archeologico.  This is a Greek 
museum rivaling the most famous museums in Athens.  Here are the customary gold 
jewelry, the Grecian urns with paintings that inspired the English poet John Keats, who 
died young in Roma.  The room where he died is at the bottom of the Spanish steps.  
What stood out for me in this museum are sculptings of Africans.  And a dish with a 
painting of Africans in traditional attire.  Surely this art was not Spartan.  It has the 
elegance, the grace of Athens.  The museum teaches that Africa has not been the dark 
continent, isolated like Japan, for centuries.  For hundreds of years Greeks traveled to 
Ethiopia, to Sudan and other black African lands.  The statues, magnificent in their 
realism, tell us as Thucydides tells us, that migrations and contacts between different 
peoples, is as old as time.  Some politicians seek to build walls. But the Great Wall of 
China failed to keep Chinese free from dealing with other ethnic groups.

I liked walking in Taranto where a beautiful life size statue of a woman, a nude, 
announces that the celebration of women’s beauty is as old as the story of David and 
Bathsheba, of Samson and Delilah!  We see this in the art of Crete and Santorini, states
that gave culture to Athens.

I did not see all of Apulia but I spent ten days.  I had come to Apulia from Albania
and Corfu.  Italy is like my wife - endlessly exciting, tasteful, alluring - telling stories of 
what has been, and what is, a confluence of time and cultures, and struggle.  Virgil the 
wise knows love conquers all (amor vincit omnia) but also advises, “endure and keep 
yourselves for days of happiness.”

Don Burness
Rindge, NH
23 June 2018  
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