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Summer is here and with it come traditional festivals,
sagre, and concerts. What are your plans? We have updated
our annual supplement, adding more listings, so you can
pick and choose the events to go to or bookmark for your
next visit.

This month | take you to the ghost town of Sperone that
has been abandoned twice. Read my story on page 8 to
learn why and whether there is a hope to revive this
stunning corner of Abruzzo. On June 24, many towns and
villages celebrate the feast of San Giovanni Battista with
rituals that have survived since pagan times. We talk about
them on page 5 and suggest a few places where you can
see and participate in the ancient rites.

We re-visit the magnificent church of Santa Maria in Piano
in Loreto Aprutino (PE) that is set to reopen to the public
soon after a significant restoration (see page 12). Read
about Abruzzo’s fig varieties (the sweet season is upon
us!), make a magic liqueur of San Giovanni with green
walnuts, and see if you have enough patience to make the
traditional version of pasta allo sparone (if not, we share an
easier option, too).

Our eBook, 65 Summer Festivals and Sagre in Abruzzo, is
available for free to premium subscribers. Non-paying

subscribers may purchase it online here.

Enjoy the June issue!

Anna Lebedeva
Founder & Editor
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NEWS & EVENTS

NEW TRAIN CONNECTIONS IN
SUMMER

Starting on June 9, Abruzzo's rail network will
expand its seasonal services with additional
trains on weekdays and weekends. The Trabocchi
Line will offer 22 weekday connections and 16
connections on Sundays, all with dedicated bike
spaces. The Cerrano Line includes 10 additional
connections on holidays between Pescara and
San Benedetto, with stops at all the seaside
resorts north of Pescara. The Aterno Line is also
confirmed on Saturdays and holidays, including
Fagnano, Beffi, and Fontecchio, with connections
from Sulmona to L'Aquila stopping in Fagnano,
Beffi, and Fontecchio.

FEMALE TEAM POWERS NEW CAR
FACTORY IN TERAMO

Women metalworkers of Teramo will craft body
parts for prestigious automotive brands such as
Ferrari, Maserati, Lamborghini, Porsche, and
Tesla. This initiative marks a significant shift in
the production focus of Pcm, a subsidiary of the
Lombard group Catra. The company's new facility,
opening in September, will pivot from exhaust
pipe manufacturing to stamping external car
components, adapting to the rise of electric
vehicles. This strategic diversification is also a
win for gender equality, with the majority of the 30
new positions being filled by women.

'SUMMER
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65 SUMMER FESTIVALS IN
ABRUZZO

Get ready for a summer filled with exciting events!
ABRUZZISSIMO  Magazine has compiled a
comprehensive guide to the top 65 festivals and
traditional sagre happening throughout June, July, and
August across Abruzzo. Each listing includes dates,
practical details about the event, and links for more
information, making it easier for you to plan your
summer escapades and travels. Look for the
supplement at the back of the magazine—it's
complimentary for our premium subscribers. If you're a
free subscriber, you can purchase the supplement from
our online store.

TRAIL CLOSED TO PROTECT
MARSICAN BROWN BEARS

In a bid to protect the rare Marsican brown bears
during mating season, the Abruzzo National
Park in Italy has closed trail number F10, leading
to the summit of Monte Marsicano. Numerous
hikers, often accompanied by guides, have been
venturing onto the trail filming the bears and
sharing videos on social media, fuelling further
interest and activity on the trail. The closure,
aimed at ensuring the protected bears’ peace,
will remain until June 9, with a possible
extension for further protection (for updates see
this page) .
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ANCIENT ROMAN TUNNELS TO
RECEIVE FUNDS FOR
IMPROVEMENTS

The Archaeological Park of the Tunnels of
Claudius (Cunicoli di Claudio) will receive a total
of €2,3 million for improvements to the tourist
site. The works will include building an
information point, a multimedia centre, a
children’s play area, and toilet facilities. The
Cunicoli are an ancient Roman engineering
marvel consisting of a 6 km-long tunnel and
several service tunnels. These were constructed
by Emperor Claudius around the 1st century BCE
to drain the Fucino Lake. Interest in this
archaeological site has increased, with the
number of visitors growing every year.

RENOVATION TO BEGIN ON HISTORIC
CHURCH OF SAN FRANCESCO

Loreto Aprutino (PE) is set to begin renovation and
safety improvements on the historic church of San
Francesco. Built around 1200, the church is one of
ltaly's oldest Franciscan settlements and holds
significant artistic value. Funded by approximately 1
million euros from PNRR funds, the project will focus
on the damaged bell tower, churchyard, and central
nave. The church remained closed for many years due
to damage from the 2009 and 2016 earthquakes. The
works are planned to commence after summer and
will last 16-18 months.

Restoration of another medieval gem in Loreto
Aprutino, the chiesa di Santa Maria in Piano, is almost
finished and it will be open to the public soon (see our
article on page 12).

NEWS & EVENTS

WAS THERE A DRAGON IN ATESSA?

A giant fossil is preserved in the Cathedral of Saint
Leucius (photo above) in Atessa, in the province of
Chieti. A local legend says that it is a rib of an evil,
man-eating dragon that terrorised the nearby valley
of San Giovanni. The beast lived in a cave, feasted
on livestock, and demanded a daily human sacrifice.
The villagers, desperate and fearful, drew lots to
select the unfortunate victim.

One day, the legend goes, Bishop Leucius from
Brindisi encountered a peasant leading a seven-
year-old boy to the dragon. The Bishop intervened,
insisting on facing the dragon himself. With
unwavering faith, he approached the beast, calming
it with his touch. Saint Leucius ordered the peasant
to bring seven hanks of meat, which he fed to the
dragon for three days. He then chained the dragon
and dragged it to Atessa, where he killed it after
seven days. The dragon's blood, collected in jars,
was believed to cure ailments, while its rib became
a holy relic.

Saint Leucius instructed the locals to build a church
in his name, incorporating the dragon's rib and his
rings.

It is not known where the giant rib actually came
from. Most likely, it is a fossil from a large extinct
mammal. The practice of using prehistoric fossils
as ex-votos in churches was common in the Middle
Ages, symbolizing the triumph of good over evil. The
legend of Saint Leucius, documented in historical
texts, represents the victory of light over darkness
and the transformation of Atessa from a malaria-
ridden marshland into a thriving town.
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CELEBRATING THE
MAGIC OF SAN
GIOVANNI

By David Ferrante

San Giovanni Battista (St. John the Baptist) is a
significant figure in Abruzzo’s Christian tradition,
and his feast day on June 24 has been celebrated
in Abruzzo with various rituals and customs that
blend ancient pagan rituals with Christian beliefs.

June 24, dedicated to St. John the Baptist,
coincides with the summer solstice, a time
traditionally associated with various pagan rites
celebrating the sun and fertility, which the
Christian Church erased and reshaped into its
own symbolism. In Abruzzo, these ancient rituals
have been incorporated into the Christian festival,
creating an intricate mosaic of legends, beliefs,
magic, religion, and traditions, many of which,
these days, live on only in the memories of the
elderly and the occasional revival at local
festivals.

Photo: Acqua di San Giovanni
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THE MAGIC OF WATER

Sun, moon, fire, water, and plants were the main
pagan elements connected to the celebrations of
San Giovanni Battista. Water collected on June 24
was believed to acquire incredible powers, purifying,
and enhancing the natural properties of everything.
On windowsills and terraces, containers filled with
water were placed out overnight. This water was
used the following morning to cure headaches and
rheumatic pains.

The best remedy, however, was said to be bathing in
the dew on the morning of June 24. In many small
villages and towns in Abruzzo, it was a tradition to
roll on dew-covered meadows and lay out laundry to
benefit from its properties. Dew is believed to cure
ailments and enhance the health of humans and
animals alike. You can still hear from the elderly
stories how lying on dew-covered grass cured skin
conditions; women wanting to avoid headaches or
have beautiful hair combed their hair at dawn with
the dew, and the sick were covered with sheets
damp from the morning condensation in the fields.

In Bocca di Valle, near Guardiagrele (CH), near the
beautiful San Giovanni waterfall, you can still see
the remains of a chapel dedicated to the saint. In
the old days, on the eve of St. John the Baptist's
Feast, locals walked to the chapel to say a prayer
and wash their faces in the waterfall.

HEALING HERBS

Collecting healing herbs was one of the most
important rituals on the night of June 23rd. Each
medicinal plant was believed to have special
properties that were enhanced on that date. St.
John's Wort helped to ward off demons; mugwort
was used against the evil eye; wild fennel was a
powerful amulet to sharpen the eye against deceit;
fern granted supernatural strength and wisdom —

TRADITIOR

A statue of San Giovanni Battista in the
church dedicated to the saint in Civitella
Roveto (AQ). Photo by David Ferrante

its flower was believed to bloom only on St.
John the Baptist's night, visible for one
fleeting moment.

Women collected these herbs, immersed
them in water and left them outside overnight
to create a fragrant, magical water, acqua di
San Giovanni, to enhance beauty, health, and
protect against the evil eye. Single young
women washed with this water while thinking
of their beloved to ensure marriage within the
year. Making the acqua di San Giovanni is one
of very few rituals that has survived to this
day as a nod to the past, although its original
meaning has waned over time. Another
tradition that still lives on is gathering green
walnuts for il nocino liqueur (see the recipe
on page 22).
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Many villages in Abruzzo had stories about witches
and evil spirits gathering in dark, isolated places on
the eve of San Giovanni to collect powerful herbs for
their malevolent rituals, so the dew and water rituals
performed during this time were believed to protect
against these evil forces.

OTHER RITUALS

The dawn of San Giovanni Battista’s day had a
special significance. In Vasto, Ortona, and Teramo, it
was believed that St. John's face could be glanced
in the water while dipping in the sea at dawn. In
Fossacesia, people gathered at the Church of San
Giovanni in Venere which overlooks the sea, to
watch the sun rise and say a prayer. Farmers
believed that by observing the rising sun they could
predict agricultural outcomes: a clear sunrise
indicated a bountiful harvest, while a cloudy or
obscured one was a bad omen and could mean
failed crops.

The tradition of lighting fires during San Giovanni's
eve was common in small villages. In Farindola (PE),
for instance, the San Giovanni bonfire was meant to
seek blessings from rustic deities. These fires were
lit in the yards of every farmhouse, and the
community gathered around them, staying up all
night. Similarly, in Pescosansonesco (PE), jumping
over the fire was a purifying act believed to cleanse
the soul, ward off physical ailments, and protect
against demons and witches. This ritualistic use of
fire, once widespread, has disappeared over time.
Another significant ritual linked to San Giovanni's
day in Abruzzo was the exchange of ramajette, small
bouquets of wildflowers and aromatic herbs. This
custom symbolised a spiritual and supportive bond
between friends, a mutual promise of lifelong
friendship and solidarity, often celebrated with
solemn ceremonies that lasted until dawn.

David Ferrante is a writer, sociologist, and a
passionate researcher of Abruzzo’s culture and
traditions. He is the author of Tradizioni, Riti E
Sortilegi del 24 giugno. San Giovanni Battista nella
cultura popolare abruzzese (published by Tabula
Fati).

A ramajette. Photo courtesy of CATA -
Compagnia Tradizioni Teatine

WHERE TO CELEBRATE THE FEAST OF SAN
GIOVANNI BATTISTA IN ABRUZZO

CIVITELLA ROVETO (AQ)

The feast of San Giovanni Battista, the town's
patron saint, is one of Civitella's biggest
celebrations. On the feast day, locals gather at 4am
on the banks of the Liri River for Holy Mass and to
wash their feet and faces, symbolizing the baptism
rite. Many also fill jars with the river water to take
home. The full programme is published on the
organising committee page.

CATA - COMPAGNIA TRADIZIONI TEATINE

Every vyear, the folkloristic group Compagnia
Tradizioni Teatine hosts a night of San Giovanni -
Festa dei Compari a Fiore in Torrevecchia Teatina
(CH). Based on solid historical and anthropological
research, the celebration re-enacts old Abruzzese
traditions. The evening includes a traditional San
Giovanni dinner, the ritual of exchanging ramajette,
and the purification rite with oak branches and
water. The celebration culminates with jumping over
the San Giovanni bonfire and traditional dances. For
more details and to book your spot at the event see
the Compagnia Tradizioni Teatine Facebook page.

ASSOCIAZIONE STUDI TRADIZIONI REGIONALI
ABRUZZESI

The association celebrates the dawn of San
Giovanni on the beach in Pescara with a concert
and making of the magical aqua di San Giovanni. In
the evening, they invite everyone to the rito di
comparatico to exchange the friendship ramajette.
The full programme is published before the event on
their page.
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