Venice Valentine
A Front Porch Travelogue
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Introduction
For those not familiar with the Front Porch
Travelers, let me take a moment to introduce
you. They are six senior citizens who have
become very real over the past many years
that they’ve been presenting the travelogue for
Activity Connection. Couples Nell and Truman
McGiver and Bert and Ethel Davis join sisters
Mabel and Maude Gunderson in their virtual
adventures around the world. Click here to learn
more about the Front Porch Travelers.
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Venice or Venezia, also known as
the “City of Romance,” seemed a
fitting place to visit in February
to celebrate Valentine’s Day. This
unique “City of Water” is one of the
most popular tourist attractions
in the world. Due to the effect of
rising sea levels, this beautiful city
will eventually be underwater and
lost to future generations, so now is
a good time to visit.
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Truman’s History Lesson
The city of Venice, a world heritage
site, is located in the Venetian
Lagoon in northeastern Italy. It
is situated along the Adriatic Sea,
which is the northernmost arm
of the Mediterranean Sea. This
“floating city” consists of 118 small
islands linked by 400 or so bridges
over about 150 crisscrossing canals.
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The city was first inhabited during the fifth century AD by a mainland tribe known
as the Veneti. Fleeing the barbarians after the fall of the Western Roman Empire,
they sought refuge in the Mediterranean Islands. By the end of the sixth century,
the islands were home to a growing number of persecuted people, including
Muslims, Jews, and Christians.
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The people inhabiting the area
discovered that building on the sandy
ground of the lagoon was no easy
matter. Not lacking in ingenuity, they
devised a plan in which huge wooden
logs primarily from water-resistant
alder trees were driven through the
layers of mud, clay, and sand. The logs
were procured from countries such as
Croatia and Slovenia and brought to
Venice by boat.
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Wooden platforms built on top of the
logs became the foundations for the
magnificent buildings that define Venice.
Because the wood was underwater and
not exposed to the eroding effects of
oxygen, due to water being oxygen-poor
and rich in salt, it petrified into a strong,
stone-like material. All these centuries
later, these foundations continue to
support Venice’s magnificent structures.
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In 697 AD, following decades
of conflict, Venice became an
independent republic and a great
maritime power in the Mediterranean
region. It was a prosperous
commercial and cultural center of the
civilized world. For over 1,000 years, it
maintained its independence and was
the only Italian city to avoid invasion
until the French conquest of 1797 led
by Napoleon.
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In 1866 Venice joined the
independent kingdom of Italy,
whose unification became complete
when Rome was made its capital in
1870. During the 20th century and
continuing into the 21st, Venice
has focused on the challenge
of maintaining its architectural
heritage in the face of rising tides
and flooding.
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Large-scale engineering
projects have been
implemented in an attempt
to save the city. We can only
hope these measures will
somehow be successful and
will keep this incredible city
afloat. We’ll hear more about
that from Bert, who’s up next.
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Discussion Starters
• Have you ever visited Venice? If not, would it be on your list of

places you would like to visit? Why or why not?

• What do you think it would be like to live in a city where there

were no cars and everywhere you went was on foot or by boat?

• How tragic would it be if Venice were to be underwater and this great

city and its magnificent buildings were lost to future generations?
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Bert Sinks or Swims
Venice is all about water, and
water is increasingly the story
of Venice. Each year the city is
sinking at a rate of 1–2 millimeters
(2mm equals .08 inches). Though
this may not seem like much, it
adds up over time. One recent
climate study warns the city could
be completely underwater by 2100.
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The situation is due to both
natural and human-made
causes. The city rests on
the Adriatic tectonic plates,
which are slowly being
driven into the sea. At the
same time, sea levels are
rising due to climate change
and global warming.
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Furthermore, during the
20th century, industries
pumped out massive amounts
of groundwater from the aquifer
(body of porous rock that holds
groundwater) under the lagoon to
use in their plants. This practice
continued for almost 50 years
before it was stopped in the 1970s.
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If the acceleration of global warming is not
curbed, it is predicted the Mediterranean Sea
could rise over four feet (140 centimeters)
in the next century. Venice is not alone, as
oceans and seas throughout the world are
expected to continue to expand. Due to
an increased concentration of greenhouse
gases, the temperature of Earth’s atmosphere
has risen, causing the polar ice sheets to
melt. The world’s oceans are also warming,
further quickening the pace that the polar ice
becomes water.
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Added to Venice’s concern about global
warming is the flooding known as acqua
alta (meaning “high water”) that occurs
about four times a year from October
through late winter. (Major flooding
occurs once every four years or so.)
Caused by a combination of such things
as rainfall, tidal peaks in the Adriatic Sea,
and strong southerly winds, the flooding
can last from a few hours to a few days.
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Sirens on the tops of all the bell
towers, once used to signal air
strikes during WWII, send out a
warning. Once the sirens sound,
residents and shop owners know
to secure iron or wooden barriers
at the entrances of their buildings
to safeguard their possessions.
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We were not worried about this
occurring during our visit, as
there is adequate warning for the
flooding that has become a way
of life for Venetians. There is an
online acqua alta forecast as well as
webcams at St. Mark’s Square and
Rialto Bridge that provide updates.
We were told many people even
have an app on their phone.
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Discussion Starters
• Would you be afraid to live somewhere that routinely flooded?
• How concerned are you about the effects of climate change and

global warming?

• Have you ever experienced a flood? If so, how devastating was it?
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Nell Knows Trivia

Venice is one interesting city,
that’s for sure. I’ve been looking
forward to sharing with you
some of the highlights I learned
during my research:
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If you look at an aerial view
of Venice, you will see it
looks like a fish. It seems
quite fitting, given the close
association between the city
and the sea.
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• The weather in Venice is hot and humid
in summer (82°F or 27.8°C) and cold in
winter, though temperatures rarely go
below 32°F (0°C).
• Put away your cars, roller skates,
skateboards, and bikes when you are
in Venice—they’re not allowed, and
you can anticipate a big fine if you
don’t comply.
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Famous people born in Venice
include the explorer Marco Polo,
composer Antonio Vivaldi, and
Giacomo Casanova, a man known
for his romantic adventures.
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The people of Venice love their cats.
In ancient times, they were brought
to the city from the Middle East and
were instrumental in solving the rodent
infestation problem. They are credited with
saving the city from the plague of 1348 by
controlling the population of diseased rats.
In 1965, Englishwoman Helena Sanders
organized a TNR (trap, neuter, and release)
program in Venice to help manage and
care for the street cats. Today, the number
of stray cats has dwindled, mirroring the
declining human population of the city.
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As of January 2020, the population
of the metro area of Venice was
approximately 637,000, but only
a little more than 50,000 people
live within the city limits. By some
accounts, it is expected that the
city of Venice will be a ghost town
consisting of tourists and workers
but no full-time residents as early
as 2030.
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The houses in Venice are
numbered not by streets but
by districts. Because of this,
tourists easily get lost, and
even the postal workers have
trouble finding addresses.
A rule of thumb when
requesting directions is to
ask for landmarks.
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• The country of Venezuela is

named after Venice. Venezuela
means “little Venice” in Spanish.

• One of the first women in the

world to earn a university degree
was born in Venice in 1646. Her
name is Elena Lucrezia Corner,
and she graduated in 1678 with a
doctor of philosophy degree from
the University of Padua.
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The Grand Canal is the
largest canal in Venice and
divides the city into two
regions with 170 buildings
lining each side.
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Masks have a more than
1,000-year history in the city.
They were once used by people
to hide their identity, especially
when doing something they
ought not to be doing. Today,
these handcrafted works of art
make for wonderful souvenirs.
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The flag of Venice, also known
as “the banner of St. Mark,” is
not a political one. It is meant
to represent the Venetians as
hardworking, honest people.
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The term quarantine originated
in Venice. From 1346 to 1353
during the Black Plague, ships
were required to wait outside
the city’s port for 40 days to
ensure all passengers were free
of infection. That period of time
was known as quaranti giorni.
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Discussion Starters
• Venetians are known for their love of cats. Do you like cats? Have

you ever had one as a pet? If so, what was its name?

• The first female university graduate came from Venice. Have you

or anyone you know been first in anything in your family?

• Many of us are now familiar with quarantining because of

COVID-19. What do you believe is most important (people and/or
possessions) to have with you when quarantining?
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Mabel Gets Us Rowing
I have always thought it would
be quite romantic to be a
gondolier in Venice. I decided
to investigate to see just what it
would take to become one. Here
is what I discovered:
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Dating back to 1094, the first
mention of gondolas references
them as a means of navigating
the canals of Venice. They are
handmade and use 280 pieces of
eight different kinds of wood—
oak, larch, cherry, fir, lime,
mahogany, walnut, and elm.

Page 34

Each gondola is custom-made to
the individual gondolier’s height
and weight, allowing for balance
when they are maneuvering the
oar while standing in the back
of the boat on the left side. The
left side of a gondola is 10 inches
(25.4 cm) deeper than the right
in order to counterbalance the
weight of the gondolier.
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A 35-foot (10.6-meter)
gondola weighs 1,100 pounds
(499 kilograms). It must be
treated every 40 days with a
new coat of varnish to protect
the wood.
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The design on the front of gondolas is
very symbolic. The S shape represents the
curve of the Grand Canal; the six prongs
represent the six districts of Venice; and
the backward-facing prong represents
the island of Giudecca, south of the main
island of Venice. The embellishment on top
is known as a ferro and is in the shape of a
doge’s cap, with the space between it and
the first prong representative of the Rialto
Bridge. (A doge was an elected magistrate
of the republic.)
Page 37

In order to be a gondolier, you
must have a professional license,
though there was a time when the
profession was simply handed down
from father to son. Now there is a
400-hour training course required,
followed by an apprenticeship with
a gondolier. Candidates also have
to pass an exam on the history and
landmarks of Venice. Only three
or four new gondolier licenses are
awarded each year.
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• There are only about 400 licensed gondolas
operating in Venice today as compared to
around 10,000 in the 16th century.

• It wasn’t until 2010 that the first officially
recognized female gondolier entered
the previously all-male ranks. Giorgia
Boscolo, the daughter of a gondolier, was
24 years old and a mother of two when
she passed the rigorous training course.
She remains the only female gondolier.
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At one time, gondolas were so
ornate and the competition for
decoration amongst gondoliers
so “over the top” that in 1562
a law was passed requiring
the outside of all gondolas be
painted black. That requirement
exists today, though the insides
of the gondolas are allowed to
be decorative.
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A gondolier is one of the
best-paid workers in Venice,
with the potential to earn
a yearly salary of around
€100,000 ($118,823 U.S.
dollars) or even more.
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We were excited to learn there is a company in
Venice called Row Venice that will take you on a
90-minute tour and teach you how to pilot a boat
and then actually let you do it. We all signed up
and, for the most part, adapted fairly well—but
then we can always count on Nell to liven things
up. Given her enthusiasm and her usual neglect
in following directions, she had her boat spinning
madly around in circles. The instructor grabbed
hold of her oar and helped her sit down. He took
over the steering before everyone ended up in the
canal. (It’s still a sensitive issue with Nell, so if you
see her don’t mention the word gondola!)
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Discussion Starters
• Have you ever ridden on a gondola?
• If given the opportunity, would you like to learn how to steer a gondola?
• Did Nell’s misadventure come as any surprise? Have you ever had a

misadventure when trying something for the first time?
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Maude Takes a Tour
The uniqueness of Venice is rooted in its
history, environment, architecture, art, music,
food, and romantic ambiance. No wonder more
than 20 million tourists visit this beautiful city
each year—there’s simply no place else like it
in the world! It’s easy to get lost while traveling
the winding streets and canals, but the locals
are used to redirecting people. Every place you
go is so interesting you don’t even mind not
knowing where you are.
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The number of tourists are a
double-edged sword for many
Venetians. On one hand, the city
depends on tourist dollars for its
economy. On the other hand, the
large numbers are more than can be
comfortably managed. Too many
tourists create traffic flow problems
down narrow streets and canals and
generate tons of waste. Some tourists
exhibit unruly and rude behavior.
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Cruise ships visit the city on a daily basis
during the tourist season. They obstruct
views and displace massive amounts
of water, further eroding the lagoon
floor and threatening city foundations.
Passengers from the ships descend upon
Venice for the day, spending little money
while creating a burden on the city’s
people and infrastructure. There has long
been a movement to impose a ban on
these big ships.
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The Front Porch Travelers are ready to sightsee and promise to be on our
best behavior and spend as much money as our bank accounts (and Bert and
Truman) will allow. Here are some of the highlights from our tour:
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St. Mark’s Basilica, built in 1092, is
regarded as the signature landmark
of the city and one of Northern Italy’s
most important religious buildings. Its
ornate Italian Byzantine architecture,
sculptures, and artwork make for
an awe-inspiring visit. Its bell tower,
known as the Campanile, is the
tallest structure in Venice. It was
reconstructed in 1912 following the
collapse of the original tower in 1902.
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The Casino di Venezia is
believed to be the oldest casino
in the world. It opened its doors
in 1638 and is the final resting
place of German composer
Richard Wagner. The current
structure was built in the 1950s.

Page 49

The Rialto Market was founded in 1097. At
the height of the Venetian Empire, it was
the largest and most powerful market in
the world. Buyers from all over Europe and
beyond came to buy spices, cloth, jewels,
food, and animals. Today, five days a week,
fishmongers pull up to the market’s docks with
their catch of the day. In addition to seafood,
the market sells an abundance of fresh fruit,
vegetables, and other wares. You have to
get there early though, as the market opens
around 7:30 and closes at noon.
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The Ponte di Rialto is the most famous
bridge in Venice. It spans the Grand Canal
and connects the San Marco and San Polo
districts of Venice. It was originally a wooden
bridge that lasted for hundreds of years until
it collapsed in 1524. The stone bridge that
took its place still stands today. The ornate
structure and design of the bridge makes it a
popular tourist attraction. To further add to
its appeal, there are interesting shops on the
bridge that sell everything from souvenirs to
Murano glass, linens, masks, and jewelry.
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Palazzo Dario is one of the most interesting
stops on the tour. This 500-year-old example
of Venetian Renaissance architecture located
along the Grand Canal is allegedly cursed. It is
known as “the house that kills,” because people
who own or stay in the building for more than
20 days are more likely to die unexpectedly
or suffer other tragedies. The palace was built
in 1497 by aristocrat Giovanni Dario and
inherited by his daughter Marietta and her
husband, Vincenzo.
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Tragically, Vincenzo was stabbed
to death, and a distraught Marietta
ended her life by jumping into the
Grand Canal and drowning. Their
son Vincenzo Jr. was later killed
by assassins in Crete. Tragedies
involving people inhabiting the
residence continued throughout the
years, giving it the reputation it has
today. Perhaps one explanation for
such misfortune is that the palace was
reportedly built on top of a cemetery.
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The Doge’s Palace looks on to the
Grand Canal from its location in St.
Mark’s Square. It was built in 1340
and, like many Venetian buildings, is
adorned with stunning ornate details,
artwork, and arched design. It was
once the residence of the doge of
Venice, ruler of the former republic. In
1923 it was designated as a museum
and remains an important sightseeing
stop for visitors to the city.
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Venice Lido is a separate island
situated between Venice and the
Adriatic Sea. It is a wonderful place
to go for rest and relaxation. Home
to some 20,000 people, it has a long
stretch of beautiful beaches and many
hotels, restaurants, and shops. After
the hustle and bustle of so many
people in Venice, it is a welcome place
of tranquility and a slower pace much
appreciated by the Front Porchers!
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Murano is another island you will
want to visit, especially if you like
glass artwork. The area is actually
several islands connected by canals
and bridges and is a delightful place
to spend the day. You won’t want
to miss seeing the glass-blowing
demonstrations. It looks like a
dangerous occupation to me, but
what these artists are able to create is
just magical.
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For those not able to travel to Venice,
Las Vegas in the United States offers
an alternative. The luxury five-star
Venetian Hotel complex was built
to resemble the real thing. It comes
complete with fake canals, gondolas,
and even a Campanile bell tower.
We’re betting it is well worth the trip
and have it penciled in for a future
travel destination.
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Discussion Starters
• The Front Porchers are celebrating Valentine’s Day in romantic

Venice. What is the most romantic place you have ever celebrated
this special holiday?

• Of the places Maude describes, which would you most want to see

and why?

• Do you think it would be fun to visit a replica of Venice in Las Vegas?
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Ethel Goes to Market
When you literally live on the sea,
an abundance of fresh seafood is a
given. This makes me happy, as fish
is one of my favorite things to eat.
A walk through the Rialto Market
is a joy I wish everyone could
share. Fish, fruits, vegetables, and
colorful flowers are all so fresh and
beautifully displayed.
Page 59

A rule that applies to all of Italy
is to never touch the produce.
Instead, tell the vendor what you
want and they will pick it out
for you. This rule serves to both
protect the produce and reduce
the spread of disease. Here
are some of the most popular
Venetian dishes:
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Sarde in saor is a sweet-sour
dish consisting of fried sardines
marinated in sweetened vinegar
with pine nuts, onions, and
raisins. It is often served as an
appetizer. Marinating foods,
especially fish, in a sweet and
sour mixture and then frying
them was an ancient Venetian
custom to help preserve food.
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Baccala mantecato is a creamed
dried cod prepared by soaking,
poaching, and finally blending
the fish into a smooth mousse,
which is then seasoned with
salt, pepper, and olive oil. It is
generally served on slices of
crusty fresh bread or grilled
white polenta.
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Risi e bisi is a rice and peas
dish traditionally served by the
peasants as an offering to the
doge on St. Mark’s Day, which
falls on April 25. It is made with
rice, pancetta, parsley, onion,
butter, and pea-shell broth.
Venetians look forward to this
dish during springtime when
fresh peas appear in the market
or on restaurant menus.
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Baicoli, also known as ship’s biscuits, was
once a staple of a sailor’s rations. These
breads not only tasted good, but they
lasted a long while. The amount of time
it takes to prepare them also takes a long
time. The dough has to rise twice, and
it must be double-baked. They are often
served with coffee and are especially
tasty dipped in creams or dessert wines.
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Fritole is a sweet pastry fritter
made with a rich batter, pine
nuts, and raisins. The dough is
molded into balls, deep-fried,
and dusted with sugar. Fritole are
traditionally eaten as part of the
festivities of Carnevale (Carnival).
If you are like Bert and Truman,
you will end up eating way too
many of them!
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And speaking of Carnevale, I
learned that its dates change each
year in accordance with Lent.
In 2021, it runs from January 30
to February 16. Complete with
masks, costumes, parades, music,
and fun, Carnevale is much
like Mardi Gras as celebrated in
France and New Orleans.
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People are free to eat, drink,
dance, and have fun with
abandon before the start of Lent.
The Front Porchers were lucky
to be there at the right time to
participate. We could tell some
eyebrow-raising stories about
each other, but we all agreed
that what happens in Venice
stays in Venice!
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Now that I’ve made myself hungry,
I wish I could magically transport
myself back to Venice for one last
dinner! We so enjoyed our visit there
and look forward to meeting up with
you next month for another grand
adventure. In the meantime, Happy
Valentine’s Day, everyone!
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Discussion Starters
• Of the foods Ethel describes, are there any you would most like to try?
• Do you love seafood? If so, what kinds of fish do you like best?
• Have you ever been to a Mardi Gras celebration? If so, would you

describe your experience? How do you think it compares to Carnivale?

Page 69

The End
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