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The pine forest 
of Castel Fusano



“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



The pine forest 
of Castel Fusano

The second Archeotrekking takes place in a por-
tion of the Pineta di Castel Fusano, a symbolic 
place of the Roman coastline, favored by locals 
for outdoor sports and activities and also appre-
ciated by tourists. 
The route is suitable for everyone and takes 
place as a figure eight around the starting point. 
In fact, after the first half you will go back to the 

starting point to walk the second half of the trail. 
Thanks to this, it is also suitable for families with 
children who may possibly decide to stop after 
the first part.  
Shoes suitable for urban trekking are recom-
mended, and since the vegetation can be thick 
in some places, it is advisable to have your an-
kles covered. 
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Technical info
Length of the route: about 5 km

Route: easy 

Walking time: about 2 hours

Elevation gain: largely flat 

Equipment: trekking or trainer shoes, 
sunscreen, water

How to get there
The starting point is a kiosk called “Al dolla-
ro” in front of which we have a free parking lot 
where you can leave your vehicle.
It is advisable to arrive by your own means. 
However, we inform you that there is a bus 
stop of the bus line 05 on about 130 mt from 
the above kiosk. 

ring route
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Route layout
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Starting point 
From the kiosk called “Al dollaro” we head to-
ward the pillars that mark the entrance to the 
park as we leave the water channel called 
“Canale dei Pescatori” behind us. 

Water has always played a fundamental role 
in this part of the Roman coastline; in fact, the 
landscape is characterized by two elements: 
the river and the sea. 

DEEPENING: the river and the sea
The Tyrrhenian Sea has seen a slow but inex-
orable progression of the coastline over time, 
and so until about 250,000 years ago this area 
was still submerged. When water gave way to 
land, life took over, and so in addition to the 
plain and water we have to imagine the crea-
tures that populated it: hippos, elephants, leop-
ards, deers, wild boars, when the climate be-
came harsher, with the ice ages, we find other 
species: mammoths, hairy rhinos, and oxen. 
The Tiber River originates about 400 km from 
here, on the slopes of Mount Fumaiolo, and its 
course is conditioned by the ancient presence 
of the Latium Volcano. In fact, because of all 
the material ejected, either as eruptions or lava 
flows, the river has had to gradually dig itself 
new passages to get around obstacles, thus 
creating a particularly tortuous course. 
Looking northward, where the Latium Volca-
no once stood, you can see now the Castelli 
Romani.

We are immediately struck by these travertine 
pillars on which the image of the “fascio litto-
rio” (a symbol of the fascist regime) appears 
sharply. They symbolize the entrance to the 

1100-hectare park that was opened to the 
public on April 21, 1933, the anniversary of the 
founding of Rome.
In 1980 the Lazio Region declared it an Urban 
Park, and in 1996 it was merged into the larg-
er “Litorale Romano National Natural Reserve”, 
which with its 16,000 hectares encompasses a 
large territory of historical and naturalistic inter-
est divided between the municipalities of Rome 
and Fiumicino. 
It seems that the name of this place comes 
from an ancient Roman family, the Fusius, but 
this is only one of the possible origins proposed.
We now cross the pylons and keep to the left 
side of the road. After a few meters a small out-
door gym is visible, from there we follow the 
path that leads us into the pine forest and walk 
until we see a beautiful villa; we finalli stop right 
in front of it. 
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STAGE 1
Villa Sacchetti Chigi

The name of this villa, which from the outside 
looks more like a fortification than a real villa, 
comes from the two families who owned it. 
In the first half of the 17th century, the Sacchetti 
family acquired several portions of property in 
the area until they reached an estate of no less 
than 2,500 hectares. In 1623 Julius Caesar Sac-
chetti asked a very young Pietro da Cortona to 
design this monumental villa for him.  
A century later, in 1755, Marquis Giovanni Bat-
tista Sacchetti sold the estate to Prince Agos-
tino Chigi, a family that would retain ownership 
until 1932 when the City of Rome purchased 
the estate to create the park that was the fol-
lowing year. 
The villa is still owned by the Chigi family. 

DEEPENING: the  Sacchetti family 
and the Villa 

As mentioned above, in 1623 Cardinal Giulio Ce-
sare Sacchetti entrusted the design of the villa to 
the young but already talented Pietro Da Corto-
na, who would from that time on become the ar-
chitect of the Sacchetti family, for whom he also 
built the Pineta Sacchetti Villa, now demolished, 
which was located within the pine forest of the 
same name in the Valle Aurelia area. 
Given its location, the villa had to be easily de-

fensible, so it is equipped with towers at the four 
corners with loopholes and openings for can-
nons. An ornate turret and belvedere is placed 
on the top. 
Inside we find large and sumptuous halls dec-
orated with frescoes by Pietro Da Cortona and 
Andrea Sacchi, the most famous of which is 
surely the Gallery of Maps, which represents a 
smaller replica of the gallery of the same name 
in the Vatican Museums. On its walls are rep-
resented the four known continents, European 
regions, and some maps of particular territories 
just like the Roman Shoreline. 
Who is Giulio Cesare Sacchetti? One would be 
inclined to call him “the cardinal who was not to 
become pope,” he was in fact very close to be-
ing elected to the papal throne but because of 
his closeness to Urban VIII and France he never 
achieved it. 
He was not loved even by the people as can be 
easily guessed from an inscription hanging from 
one of Rome’s famous talking statues, “Don’t 
make Pope Sacchetti, or Rome will fall apart.”

At the time of the Sacchetti family, however, the 
pine forest did not yet exist; indeed, it was Mar-
cello Sacchetti himself in the early eighteenth 
century who ordered that 7,000 pine trees had 
to be planted. 
Before then we have to imagine predominantly 



9 The Heroes’ Shore

Mediterranean scrubland vegetation, extensive 
pastures and small farmhouses. The Sacchetti 
family made money from selling and renting out 
areas for wood, but both farming and pastoral 
activities struggled to establish themselves pre-
cisely because of the unhealthiness of the area, 
which was marshy and infested with malaria. 
Thus originated the Pineta di Castel Fusano, 
which with a proper reforestation plan counts 
in 1733 the existence of 30,000 pines (including 
those to be planted). 

DEEPENING STUDY: the Chigi family 
The Chigi family is a large banking family of 
Sienese origin. It owes its great rise to Agosti-
no Chigi known as the Magnificent who lived 
at the time of Pope Leo X and counts in the 
family a pope elected to the throne by the 
name of Alexander VII. 
The title of prince, however, is acquired fol-
lowing the sale of the Farnese principality 
near Viterbo. 
In 1888, the Chigi family rented the villa to 
King Umberto I of Savoy, who often used it 
as a hunting lodge, forging a strong friend-
ship with his gamekeeper, Evaristo Massiroli, 
a leader of the cooperative of laborers from 
Ravenna who had come all the way here to 
reclaim the area in 1884. 
The prince still owns the villa and opens it for 
concerts and tours.  

CURIOSITY: the mammoth from 
Pantano

In the year 1924, in via del Pescatore, Pantano 
locality, during reclamation work carried out by 
laborers from Ravenna, some mammoth molars 
came to light: more than the size of a hand, very 
hard and dark tobacco-colored. In the following 
years more remains will be found: 37 vertebrae, 
32 ribs, 1 scapula, 1 pelvis, 2 humeri, 2 femurs, a 
tibia and a fibula, all traceable elements and a 
mammoth specimen that must have remained 
imprisoned in the mud until its slow and inexo-
rable end. 
In 1938 the discovery was announced and 
the remains were preserved inside the cas-
tle where it was even reconstructed piece by 
piece. 
Unfortunately, today the mammoth is com-

pletely lost, and the whereabouts of its remains 
are unknown.

We thus continue the path, leaving the villa on 
the left and continuing along the path through 

the pines. We begin to glimpse some paving 
stones on the pavement. 
At a certain point it will appear to you that the 
path splits and you continue keeping to the right 
(although both roads lead to the location), you 
will find yourself at this point on a wider avenue 
named viale Mediterraneo. 

On the other side of the avenue, slightly to the 
right of your location you may notice the begin-
ning of a path, head over there. 

STAGE 2
Via Severiana 

Start walking down the path in front of you that 
proceeds through the thick vegetation. After a 
few steps you will immediately encounter the 
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unmistakable paving stones of the ancient Ro-
man road, consisting of large slabs of stone with 
one well-polished face forming a dowel of the 
road and the opposite face of polygonal shape 
to fit into the depth of the ground. 

The road we are following is the ancient Via 
Severiana, built in 198 AD by order of Emperor 
Septimius Severus, which connected Terracina 
with Portus via Astura, Antium, Lavinium, Lau-
rentum, Vicus Augustanus and finally Ostia. 
In the excavations in Ostia, another section of 
this road is visible in front of the I century AD 
synagogue and just outside the city walls. 
The road follows a route parallel to the ancient 
coastline that must have existed before the road 
itself and is to be related to the transport of lime 
from the Lepini Mountains to Ostia. 

CURIOSITY: the missing avenue
Toward the end of the 19th century, Sigismondo 
Chigi had Roman paving stones extracted from 
the roadway and reused them to create a large 
driveway from the sea to his villa. The route of 
this road coincides today with Viale Mediterra-
neo, the large street that passes through the 

middle of the pine forest. 
Only at the beginning of the twentieth century, 
thanks in part to the intervention of the famous 
archaeologist Rodolfo Lanciani, were most of 
the cobblestones relocated in the place they 
belonged to.  
    
From this point you can follow a piece of Roman 
road. After about 200 meters the paving stones 
crosses a fence; cross it and continue for anoth-
er 200 meters.  You will notice little by little the 
disappearance of the paving stones and the 

pines becoming more thinned out. Observe, 
at this point, the presence of some dry trees 
and perhaps still some burned logs. one of 
the greatest danger for the forest are, in fact, 
arson fires.
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The pine forest then, will give way to the under-
growth of shrubs typical of the Mediterranean 
flora, such as Holm Oak, Lentisk or Ilatro, lots of 
Asphodel, Butcher’s Broom, Myrtle. The scen-
ery changes, modifying the profile and land-
scape of the forest as we still see it today.

DEEPENING: the pine forest burns
In July 2000, a gigantic fire expanded over 350 
hectares of forest, completely destroying 280 
hectares. It was a very large fire, but not the only 
one. Other fires then occurred in the years 2003, 
2004, 2005, 2008 as well as in 2017 when an ad-
ditional 100 hectares went up in smoke. 
The causes of these fires are not known, whether 
they are caused by simple carelessness, isolat-
ed arsonists or whether there is a design behind 
them linked to economic interests of criminal 
groups, however, remains an open question. 
Certainly it is well known that the pine forest was 
used in the 1970s by criminal groups as a place 
for executions so much that newspapers had 
dubbed it “the slaughterhouse of the mala.”  

Where the pines thin out, it is possible to look 
more closely at typical Mediterranean speci-
mens that characterized the vegetation even 
before the pines were planted by the Chigi fam-
ily around three hundred years ago, such as the 
holm oak, lentisk and ilatro. 
The path still continues but nevertheless it is not 
possible to walk along it in its entirety; in fact, 
the path stops before reaching the intersection 
with Via Colombo. 
Located in the portion of the pine forest south 
of Via Colombo, there is also is the famous Villa 
della Palombara, the remains of a Roman villa 
built in the I century A.D. along the Via Severi-
ana and overlooking the sea, which must have 
belonged, according to the interpretation of 
archaeologist Antonio Maria Colini, to the fa-
mous rhetorician Quintus Hortensius Ortalo. In 
1713 it was misinterpreted as the villa of Pliny the 
Younger, which he so amply describes in a letter 
to his friend Gallus with the intention of inviting 
him to stay with him. Such a villa, that of Pliny 
the Younger, should instead be located within 
the Natural Reserve of the Tenuta di Castelpor-
ziano, where many other seaside villas have 
been found. 

CURIOSITY: the tenuta di Castel 
Porziano  

The pine forest of Castel Fusano borders to the 
south with the Tenuta di Castel Porziano, an 
area of about 6,000 hectares, entirely used as 
a nature reserve and within which is one of the 
three presidential estates (the others are: the 
Palazzo del Quirinale in Rome and Villa Rose-
bery in Naples).

At this point, after walking for about 200-400 me-
ters beyond the fence and pausing to observe 
the vegetation our advice is to turn back exactly 
by retracing the entire section of the Roman road 
explored so far, including the part with paving 
stones, to the beginning of the Via Severiana. 
It is often possible to see and especially hear 
the noisy green parakeets that are often found 
in Rome and also in the Castel Fusano pine for-
est: a bird that surely escaped from a private 
property and that over the years, adapting to its 
new environment, has reproduced to the point 
of infesting every green area in the capital. 
An animal that populates the pine forest is cer-
tainly also the wild boar; it is really unusual to 
meet a wild boar but, it case it happens, be 
careful: caution is advised as it could be a moth-
er in a protective attitude toward her cubs. 
Once back at the beginning of the section of 
Via Severiana turn left along Viale Mediterraneo 
and continue along the road until it intersects 
with Viale della Villa di Plinio. From there turn 
right and continue straight until you return to 
the small square where the “Al dollaro” kiosk is 
located, our starting point, and stop directly on 
the bridge that crosses the Canale dei Pescatori. 

STAGE 3
The Canale dei Pescatori

We are standing on a canal that is apparently 
almost negligible but actually of fundamental 
importance to Ostia’s water system. 
In pre-Roman times there must have been a 
natural canal here that conveyed water from the 
large Ostia pond to the sea.  
In Roman times the canal was first dug, but it 
was not until the reclamation of the second 
half of the nineteenth century that it reached its 
present conformation. 
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In the year 1557, the Tiber, which as we have al-
ready pointed out is one of the two main fac-
tors that characterize the territory, following a 
ruinous flood diverts its course, abandoning the 
wide bend flanking the ancient city of Ostia, cre-
ating a large marshy area, the so-called “dead 
river” a real malarial swamp. 
There are several attempts to reclaim the land 
but the ultimate success comes with the work 
of the Ravennati who arrived here in 1884 in 
numbers of four hundred along with fifty wom-
en. They were part of the first agricultural co-
operative in Italian history and had to work for 
years in extremely difficult conditions to free the 
land from water.  
The waters of three other canals built by laborers 
from Romagna flow into the Canale dei Pescatori: 
fosso del Dragoncello (Dragona), canale di Pan-
tanello (Casal Palocco), and canale della Lingua 
(Infernetto), and it was only through the sacrifice 
of these men that the area was finally reclaimed.

CURIOSITY: the Fishermen's Village
At the end of the canal, just where it flows into 
the sea, is the Fishermen’s Village, a pictur-
esque hamlet where you can cool off with a 
good ice cream and famous for the Stella Maris 
Procession and the Tellina Festival. 
The village was built at Mussolini’s behest in 
just 52 days and opened in 1932. The story goes 
that the Duce, who had the hangar of his private 

speedboat along the canal, had run out of gas-
oline offshore and after managing to get ashore 
with the help of a fisherman was impressed by 
the poverty of the shacks in which these fisher-
men, almost all of whom had come all the way 
from Campania, lived.
 
Now proceed over the bridge and cross the traf-
fic light to the other side. 
From here begins a section of sidewalk and 
the bike path, continue paying special attention 
therefore to bicycles. 
A few meters ahead is “la Fattoria degli anima-
li,” a lovely farm and exotical animals zoo; you 
will notice an enclosure housing Vietnamese 
pigs. Exactly at the corner with “la Fattoria degli 
animali” you will find on the left side an open-
ing with access to a sandy path used mostly in 
horseback riding routes. Go through the open-
ing and continue along the sandy path that runs 
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alongside the Farm. At this point the path runs 
straight ahead, as indicated on the ground by 
the constant passage of people and horses. 
About 250 m from the entrance to the farm area 
you will find the next stop.

STAGE 4
Ancient Roman wall 

The area in which we are located is known as 
the estate of Procoio, a name given in the Ro-
man countryside to a cattle pen. In Roman times 
(see the section the river and the sea) this was 
a coastal strip bordering the nearby Ostia pond, 

a basin that no longer exists but is mentioned in 
several sources including Livy and Tacitus. 
A series of maritime residential villas were built 
in this area during the I century AD, which fit into 
the same context as the mentioned Palombara 
and Pliny’s villas, stately dwellings belonging to 
members of the Roman elite who had a seaside 
residence here. 
The wall we see in front of us was the subject 
of archaeological investigations between 1980 
and 1986, and it is a 160-meter-long wall on 
which rest 39 buttresses (small walls placed or-
thogonally to the wall) and spaced on average 
3 meters apart. The structure is mainly made of 

opus reticulatum (in tuff rhombs) and portions in 
tuff blocks. 
However, the function of this large structure is 
still uncertain; it may be a wall marking the prop-
erty although investigations have revealed the 
presence of frescoes, currently not visible, on 
what must have been the outer side. 
After walking the entire length of the wall, thus 
being able to observe its full extent, we continue 
following the path. Although at times the vegeta-
tion may be a thicker never lose sight of it. 
At a certain point, as you approach the first pine 
trees the path will fork, keep to the left in this 
case, in the distance ahead you should already 
catch a glimpse of a wire fence. 
Always follow the path, which, as you will see, 
will go right around this fence leading you to the 
long side where there is an opening. 
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STAGE 5
Roman baths

We can now observe the remains of some wall 
structures that can be traced back to a bath 
complex probably built in the Trajan-Adrian pe-
riod (late I to early II century AD). 
The remains of two rectangular-shaped baths 
have been recognized, which could be a 
frigidarium for cold baths and a calidarium for 
hot baths, and some heated rooms. 

DEEPENING: heating in antiquity 
In Roman times, baths and other rooms were 
heated using the traditional hypocaust sys-

tem: the floor supported by brick pillars (the 
so-called suspensurae) was characterized by 
a hollow space, i.e., a cavity, heated by hot air 
produced by ovens in which wood was made to 
burn. This sophisticated system allowed the hot 
air to heat the floor and also the walls. Along the 
walls, in fact, and in connection with the cavity 
placed under the floor were “tubuli,” terracotta 
bricks fixed along the walls and hollow inside, 
through which hot air passed.

It is likely that this spa nucleus is not an isolated 
building but part of the complex of one of these 
maritime villas, which we should not imagine as 
a single palace but rather as a set of buildings or 

pavilions with dif-
ferent functions.   
After visiting the 
spa area, return 
along the path 
and retrace it 
in the opposite 
direction back 
to the starting 
point, which is 
the “Al dollaro” 
kiosk where you 
can stop for a 
snack or, ride to-
wards the beach 
for an aperitif.

Congratulations! 
You have thus 
concluded the 
Archeotrekking 

“La Pineta di Castel Fusano” hoping you en-
joyed it we are ready to propose the next one!


