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Ancient Ostia
and its river



“Around Rome there is that immense and 
squashed thing that is Rome” (“Attorno a 
Roma c’è quella cosa immensa e spappola-
ta che è Roma”). With these words Pier Paolo 
Pasolini described the desolation of the end-
less Roman suburbs, understood as a “thing” 
without any form or identity. Recently, the 
negative image of the Roman suburbs, with 
special reference to the 10th district (X munici-
pio) of Rome, the only one facing the sea, has 
even increased. Yet the very place where the 
Tiber River reaches the Tyrrhenian Sea (“dove 
l’acqua di Tevero s’insala”, as Dante wrote) has 
played, since antiquity, a role of strategic im-
portance for the development of the Roman 
Empire first and the Papal State later.
With the project “The Heroes’ Shore”, winner 
of the Lazio Region’s call for proposals “Im-
plementation of interventions to support the 
territory for the enhancement of tourism in 
the Lazio Region” (D.G.R. November 3, 2020, 
no. 759 - D.G.R. January 26, 2021, no. 16), the 
association Visit Ostia Antica Aps aims at pro-
moting exceptional places, located a few ki-
lometers from Rome, yet completely forgot-
ten by the great tourist flows. It is within the 
framework of this project, thought to enhan-
ce the historical, archaeological and natural 
heritage of the Latium coastline between 
Ostia and Nettuno, that these four “Arche-
otrekking” are included. Their aim is to offer 
an outdoor experience in which nature and 

culture go hand in hand. They are available in 
both Italian and English.
The area taken into account by the project 
includes more than 50 km of low, sandy co-
astline, characterized by fragrant Mediterra-
nean scrub, where bathing and walking are 
possible even out of season. The Ostia area 
is home to the largest green area in Rome, 
the Pinewood of Castel Fusano, established 
as a urban park by the Lazio Region in 1980 
and now included in the larger national park 
Riserva Naturale Statale del Litorale Roma-
no. Thanks to our “Archeotrekking”, places 
where monumental relics fit casually into an 
intact landscape, little altered by the hand of 
man, come alive again thanks to the stories 
of the men and women who inhabited them, 
leaving fascinating and sometimes myste-
rious traces of their passage.

Lido di Ostia, 25 November 2022 

Enjoy your walk and, most importantly, 
have fun!

Maria Rita Bertoncini
Stefania Gialdroni
Paola Salvatori 

Introduction



Technical info
Length of the route: about 7.5 km

Route: easy
 
Walking time: about 3 hours

Elevation gain: largely flat 

Equipment: trekking or trainer shoes, 
sunscreen, water

Ancient Ostia
and its river 

How to get there

The first of these Archeotrekking tours winds 
through the countryside located between the 
modern settlement of Ostia Antica, in its portion 
defined as Saline, and the Tiber River.
 
From a technical point of view, it is an easy trail 
suitable for everyone; footwear suitable for urban 

trekking and water to drink are recommended, 
as well as a hat and sunscreen in Summer. 
From an archaeological point of view, it is ex-
tremely interesting for understanding the rela-
tionship between the ancient settlement and the 
river, which underwent multiple transformations 
over time. 

By car, it is recommended to park at the parking 
lot of the Ostia Antica excavations or alterna-
tively at the dirt parking lot located at the end of 
via Capo due rami next to viale dei Romagnoli. 
By public transportation, we suggest using the 
Roma-Lido train and getting off at the Ostia 
Antica stop and from there walk 450 meters to 
the intersection of via Capo due rami with viale 
dei Romagnoli.
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Starting point
From the starting point, via Capo due rami at the 
intersection with Viale dei Romagnoli, continue 
along Viale dei Romagnoli in the direction of via 
delle Saline, leaving behind the archaeological 
area of the Ostia Antica excavations and to the 
right the walls of the medieval village. 

We are traveling along the Viale dei Romag-
noli, the great artery of local traffic that passes 
through the heart of the modern settlement of 
Ostia Antica. 
At the intersection with via delle Saline turn left 
and walk the whole street until the beginning 
of the dirt part. The name of this street refers to 
the presence since ancient times of salt pans for 
the production of salt, which is why there were 
several warehouses used for its storage before 
it was transported to Rome by river. 
In ancient Rome, salt was a very important trade 
commodity and was essential for the preserva-

tion of certain foods such as meat but was also 
used for offerings to the gods, for tanning hides, 
in medicine and metallurgy. In addition, salt rep-
resented the wages of Roman soldiers, hence 
the term salary.
About halfway along via delle Saline, at the in-
tersection with via Morcelli, a now abandoned 

building known as the “Casalone del Sale” can 
be seen on the left. The building is visible in its 
modern renovation, but inside are preserved 
masonry from the imperial age, attributed to 
the remains of warehouses from the first half 
of the 1st century AD. In some documents from 
the early 19th century the warehouse is called 
“Casone” and it is specified that a certain route 
had to be taken to the new embankment, as the 
Tiber had changed its course.

STAGE 1
Via delle Saline: remains of the 
river dock of the harbour

Ostia Antica was the ancient port of Rome. A 
river port from which goods were transported 
along the river to Rome. Its foundation dates 
according to ancient sources, to the time of the 
seven kings of Rome.
When visiting the archaeological area of the 
Ostia Antica excavations, however, none of the 
structures of the piers are visible. This is because 
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the course of the Tiber River underwent a major 
detour following the disastrous flood of 1557. 
A section of the left bank of this ancient course 
made of tufa blocks and preserved for more 
than 100 meters, the most conspicuous river 
port structure so far unearthed, has been found 
at the spot where we are standing. 
Today the area of the pier and salt pans is almost 
completely underground and is located within a 

naturalistic oasis created by a project of the Uni-
versity of the Third Age Unitre, in collaboration 
with the Fanelli-Marini school of Ostia Antica on 
a piece of land belonging to the Archaeologi-
cal Park of Ostia Antica, where in addition to the 
archaeological remains the biodiversity of the 
place is preserved, , as many plants typical of 
the Mediterranean scrub are to be found here. 

DEEPENING: the port of Rome
Ostia with its river port represented the hub of 
the city’s supply system throughout the Repub-
lican age. 
With the beginning of the empire and the in-
crease in population, which would reach over 
a million, the port system proved to be insuffi-
cient and so two different emperors, first Claudi-
us and then Trajan, engaged themselves in the 
construction of a new port basin, directly on the 
sea, called Portus, located today near the Leon-

ardo Da Vinci International Airport. 
Claudius will build a large basin by excavating 
part of the coastline and building two massive 
curved piers to frame it. Trajan, on the other 
hand, will build the imposing structure of the 
hexagonal basin; an architecturally and engi-
neering pioneering work. 
However, it would be wrong to think of Portus 
as an alternative to Ostia but it is more correct 
to see the whole as a large port hub aimed at 
feeding the largest city in the ancient world.

CURIOSITY: the sieges 
The port symbolized the power of Rome and 
its dense network of trade, but in some cases 
it could also represent its weakness. Indeed, on 
several occasions Rome’s enemies thought to 
bend her by laying siege to the very place from 
which her very livelihood came. 
It happened in 87 B.C. when Marius, taking ad-
vantage of Sulla’s absence engaged in the war 
in the east, marched on Ostia and looted its 
storehouses. 
It happened again in 408 when Alaric, king of the 
Visigoths, came at the head of his army and took 
Portus, preventing the supply of grain to the city. 
And finally in 537 when Vitiges, king of the Os-
trogoths, wanted to take back Rome, now in the 
hands of the Byzantines, starting right from its 
harbor.

STAGE 2 
The little bridge

We started to walk along the terrain stretch of 
Via delle Saline; cultivated fields unfold around 
us, but it was not always the case. Following the 
flood of 1557 during which the Tiber changed its 
course, riverbed its seat, a marshy area known 
as the “dead river” was created, making the area 
unhealthy and prone to malaria. 
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We have to wait until 1884 and the arrival of the 
day labourers from Ravenna for this area to find 
its current agricultural and farming vocation. 
At the end of Via delle Saline we find this small 
bridge that allows us to cross the canal called 

the Secondary Collector, which represents one 
of the many canals made to convey water that 
would otherwise infest the area and use it for 
irrigation. 
Eucalyptus trees have been planted along the 
canal in whose shade one can relax particularly 
during hot summer. 
We now resume our route and cross the small 
bridge and head left. You can observe along the 

road, in addition to some olive trees the pres-
ence of many edible tree species such as chard 
and borage. 

STAGE 3 
Intersection via Capo due rami

After continuing for a few meters along via del 
Collettore secondario we come to the inter-
section with via Capo due rami. We are in the 
middle of the countryside and all around us are 
fields that can be cultivated with corn, maize or 
left fallow. It is not unusual to notice the pres-
ence of birds such as great white and grey her-
on standing tall over the freshly plowed fields. 
From here we turn our gaze toward the beginning 

of our route, on the plain of the fields, the impos-
ing bulk of the circular tower built in 1423 by Pope 
Martin V stands out, the oldest structure of the 
castle commissioned by Cardinal Giuliano della 
Rovere, the future Pope Julius II. 
The route continues by turning right along via 

Capo due rami. You continue along the road 
even when it bends to the right. At that point, 
after passing the large farm that is on the left 
you turn left just near a large blackberry bush 
to continue on the path. 
In front of us we can already glimpse the river-
bank, which is in an elevated position
. 

DEEPENING: the village of ancient ostia
In the 9th century, due to raids by Saracen pi-
rates, Pope Gregory IV decided to build a forti-
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fied settlement on the site where some martyrs 
were buried, to secure the inhabitants. 
This settlement, named Gregoriopolis by the 
pope, constitutes the first nucleus of the village 
of Ostia Antica. 
Today it is mainly visible in its Renaissance 
transformation, and some of its most important 
monuments can be visited, such as the afore-
mentioned Castle of Julius II, the military for-
tress with its towers decorated with papal coats 
of arms, the Basilica of St. Aurea, and the Epis-
cope, inside which is the Salone Riario, decorat-
ed by Baldassarre Peruzzi with images of Pope 
Julius II freely inspired by the Trajan column.

STAGE 4
Tiber embankment

After leaving the last small group of dwellings 
on our left we begin to climb the ridge of the 
embankment. Reaching the top, the Tiber in all 
its splendor stands out in front of us.
We immediately find road signs when we inter-
sected the cycle path called Sentiero Pasolini, 
which is about 17 km long, starting from Ostia 

Antica and ending at Casal Bernocchi, passing 
through the villages of Dragona, Dragoncel-
lo, Acilia and Centro Giano. Here, volunteers 
made a bulletin board that contains some in-
formation about the trail and also viewpoints 
made by recycling wooden pallets. 
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Looking at the river from this position, you 
can  immediately notice the presence of a 
small islet that divides the river course into 
two branches; this is where the name of the 
route we took to get here comes from (via 
Capo due rami). 

In front of us we have the Isola Sacra, which 
owes its definition precisely to its nature as 
a portion of land completely surrounded by 
water, naturally by the Tiber and the sea and 
artificially when Trajan’s ditch was dug to con-
nect the new port to the river in the second 
century AD. 
On the other river bank of isola sacra, cyclists 
can be seen riding along another important 
and recently constructed bicycle path called 
Regina Ciclarum. 

From this point, continue along the embank-
ment in the direction of the mouth along the 
Pasolini Trail for about 2.5 km (about about 40 
minutes walk) to the end of the trail. The en-
tire path is lined with common reeds that reach 
heights that are also very high such that they 
need to be periodically cut. 

DEEPENING: Pasolini
Pier Paolo Pasolini was one of the most im-
portant and controversial intellectuals of the 
20th century. His artistic and creative activity 
spanned numerous fields from literature to cin-
ema, leaving contributions as a painter as well. 
Central to his thought was criticism of the socie-
ty of the time and its decadence. He was much 
contested for beeing homosexual. 
On the night of November 2nd, 1975, he was 
brutally murdered on the beach at Ostia, next 
to a Renaissance fortified tower called Tor San 
Michele. Seventeen-year-old Giuseppe Pelosi 
was convicted of his death; however, there are 
differing opinions as to who was responsible for 
the murder.    

STAGE 5
Imbarcadero

After walking all the way along the last sec-
tion of the Sentiero Pasolini, you reach the so-
called Imbarcadero. 
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As of today, the cycle route ends here, but the 
volunteers’ plan is to extend the route until it 
reaches the area of the Ostia ex-seaplane (idro-
scalo) that is the place where on November 2nd, 
1975 the lifeless body of Pier Paolo Pasolini was 

found and where the literary park dedicated to 
him is located. 
The landing stage is the docking point for boats 
navigating the Tiber. 
From the recently renovated pier, it is possible to 
see the Ponte della Scafa (Scafa Bridge), the infa-
mous bridge that connects Ostia and Fiumicino 
and that affects local traffic in a very negative way.
Its name comes from the barge or scafa with 
which people were ferried from one bank to the 
other before the bridge was built. Just as in No-
vember 1884 the 400 men and 50 women (the 
so-called “sdore” who had the task of making 
beds, cooking, washing and writing letters home) 

who arrived from Ravenna driven by the violent 
agricultural crisis and were part of the first Italian 
workers’ cooperative that came all the connect-
ed way here to reclaim a malarial territory, with all 
the risks, were ferried. 

DEEPENING: the scariolanti 
The name by which these men are remem-
bered recalls the activity of carrying earth with 
wheelbarrows. 
Nullo Baldini recounts their journey: “Across 
the Tiber and the ruins of Ostia on the nearby 
heights, appeared to the laborers the sight of 
some round huts of marshy reeds, inhabited 
by families of Aquilani with yellowish faces on 
which one could read the ravages produced by 
malarial fevers, and continuing further on, after 
about a kilometer they discerned the township 
of Ostia, the hill tower of S. Gallo, surrounded by 
large puddles of greenish, pestilential water that 
extended even into the square inside the town-
ship, the rainwater not having free drainage. The 
pond waters lapped the road from Rome to Os-
tia. The borgata was completely deserted, only 
one man, the letter carrier named Gramadoro, 
lived there a few hours of the day having the 
task of collecting the mail from the Fiumicino 
Office and distributing it to the Aquilani workers 
and the guardians of the nearby Castel Fusano 
pine forest. His greeting to the laborers arriving 
in droves was “you wretches have come to die”.
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Discontent creeps among the laborers and in 
the evening, gathered in one of the warehouses 
set up as a dormitory, they began to protest. It is 
Armando Armuzzi, president of the cooperative 
who takes the floor: “Did you think you would 
find Betta’s tavern here? When you left Ravenna 
they took you to the station with the gang, when 
they see you come back they will say you are a 
bunch of cowards”. 
More than fear does pride, and so they decided 
to stay.

CURIOSITY: Dante and the Tiber 
The supreme poet Dante Alighieri in his Divine 
Comedy decided to set the very moment at the 
mouth of the Tiber River when the souls of Pur-
gatory embark on the angelic ship (Purgatorio, 
Canto II, verses 100-102). 
At that time the coastline was further back than 
it is today (as much as 3 km) and the river mouth 
was controlled by a still-preserved watchtower 
called Tor Boacciana.  

STAGE 6 
via Gherardo

After resting at the pier known as the Imbar-
cadero we need to retrace our steps a bit and 
retrace a piece of the road that led us here. At 
the intersection in the road the large entrance 
to the excavations of Ostia Antica is visible. At 
the time of writing this guide, the entrance is not 
yet open to the public, but when it will be, it will 
eventually allow you to enter from here. This en-

trance will also be used by those who will come 
to Ostia Antica by navigating the Tiber River. 
Along this route, there are a variety of activities: 
refreshment oases, horse boarding houses, 
kindergartens for children and more. In these 
areas, especially in the evening, it is possible to 
encounter foxes, porcupines and hedgehogs. 
Continuing to walk you’are skirting the fence 
of the archaeological area where the remains 
of the monumental Roman theater, one of the 
most famous sites of the ancient Roman city 
built in the first century AD and still in use today 
after massive reconstruction during the Fascist 
era, are widely visible. 
As soon as the remains of the Roman city dis-
appear from our sight, a large farmhouse stands 
out imposingly. This is the private estate of the 
Aldobrandini family in whose surroundings was 
also found, in the 1920, a mithraeum, or a place 
of worship dedicated to the Persian god Mi-
thras, worshipped in Rome as one of the most 
important ancient mystery religions. 
A little further on, just at the crossroads of the 
entrance to the farmhouse, we notice two large 
memorial stones. The first is lying on the road 
while the second is standing and still bears an 
important inscription. That inscription, dated 
around 24 AD, is known and included within the 
CIL (corpus inscriptionum latinarum) and men-
tions the names of five ancient people who held 
the office of “curatores riparum et alvei Tiberis”. 
This office, established in the first decades of 
the empire, was reserved for members of sen-
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atorial rank, and the duties of these magistrates 
consisted of managing the cleaning and main-
tenance of the Tiber riverbed in order to prevent 
the disastrous effects of floods.

DEEPENING: river navigation 
The supply of goods in the world of ancient 
Rome is provided mainly by waterways. 
We can divide vessels into two broad categories: 
large transport ships and service or support ships. 
Cargo ships (naves oneraries) could be ex-
tremely diverse in size, ranging from those 
most commonly used for small-cabotage nav-
igation (starting at 50 tons) to large ships that 
were capable of coping with navigation on the 
open sea (ranging up to 400 tons).   
The Romans considered the Mediterranean to 
be a closed sea (mare clausum) during the Win-
ter and it was therefore sailed only during the 
months from March to October. Grain supplies 
generally arrived in late May, early June and were 
greeted by the population with great jubilation. 
These large ships could not make it up the riv-
er, so service ships were needed to unload the 
goods and store them in warehouses in Ostia. 
From there they would then be transported 
to Rome by river using the hauling system by 
which flat-bottomed Caudicarian ships were 
towed by animal power upstream on a three-
day journey.

Continue on your way to the end of via Gherardo 
and turn left to find yourself once again walking 
along via Capo due rami. 

You are walking the last stretch that will take you 
exactly to the beginning of this Archeotrekking. 
If you would like to have lunch or even just re-
fresh yourself with a cool aperitif, we recom-
mend heading to the Borgo that we described 
on our route. 

The archeotrekking “Ostia Antica and its river” 
ends here, and if you would like to continue we 
have more suggestions for you .


