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      Dear Faithful Reader,

      If this journey into the history and grace of Our Lady of Divine Love has touched your heart, enriched your faith, or deepened your appreciation for God’s miraculous presence in history, I humbly ask for your assistance. In today’s digital world, reaching other devout souls who crave authentic Catholic history depends greatly on visibility. If you felt moved by this work, please take a moment to leave a five-star rating and a thoughtful review on the platform where you purchased this book. Your simple gesture helps elevate this work in the search algorithms, allowing fellow pilgrims across the world to discover this sacred sanctuary and honor the Mother of God. May Her divine love protect and guide you always.

      In Christ and Mary,

      Bernard de Clare
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      The sacred in Italy does not merely sit in the past; it breathes in the present, rising from the earth like the scent of warm travertine after a summer rain. Here, holiness is etched into centuries-old marble, woven into vibrant frescoes, and gilded in shimmering gold. Yet it is equally alive in the silent valleys, the terraced olive groves, and the quiet devotion of a people who have built their faith into the very bedrock of this ancient land.

      

      This is not a sightseeing tour. This is a pilgrimage.

      

      We begin in places where the veil between earth and heaven feels thin, where the air carries the weight of prayers whispered across millennia. Some sanctuaries crown bustling piazzas, their soaring domes piercing the Mediterranean sky like ancient declarations of hope. Others cling to rugged cliffs or rest in the quiet solitude of Umbrian hills, surrounded by a silence so profound it feels like the first day of creation. These are sites shaped by saints and artists, by empires and humble hermits, by miracles remembered and miracles hoped for.

      

      Across the peninsula, sacred spaces emerge in breathtaking forms—basilicas carved directly into Roman ruins, sanctuaries perched high above storm-lashed coastal cliffs, and places of quiet contemplation hidden within the frantic rhythm of modern city life. Some stand as testaments to endurance, built by hands that laid stone upon stone through plague and war, carrying their faith like an anchor. Others reflect the meeting of epochs, where the grandeur of classical antiquity and Catholic devotion intertwine, forming a tapestry of reverence older than any single empire.

      

      Italy’s holy places are not merely structures. They are thresholds.

      Step inside one, and the world shifts. Light falls differently, filtered through stained glass or resting on centuries of polished stone. Time slows. The silence becomes a presence rather than an absence. These spaces invite the pilgrim to listen—to the stones, to the past, to the quiet movements of the soul. They remind us that faith is not always loud; sometimes it is a shaft of afternoon light illuminating a faded fresco, a candle flickering against Byzantine gold, or a footstep on a Roman path that has been walked for thousands of years.

      This journey is not about reaching a destination. It is about allowing the sacred to find you.

      

      Are you ready to begin the pilgrimage into Italy’s sacred architecture?
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            THE FORTRESS IN THE AGRO ROMANO

          

        

      

    

    
      South of the ancient walls of Rome, where the Via Ardeatina uncoils from the city like a thread pulled loose from a tapestry, there stretches a landscape that for most of its recorded history has been defined less by what stands upon it than by what has vanished from it. This is the Agro Romano, the Roman Campagna, a vast apron of rolling volcanic tuff and clay that surrounds the Eternal City on nearly every side, and to understand the sanctuary that would eventually rise at Castel di Leva, one must first understand this land itself, its rhythms of ruin and renewal, its long history of being simultaneously essential to Rome and abandoned by it. The Campagna was never empty in the way that a wilderness is empty. It was haunted, in the oldest and most literal sense of that word: inhabited by absences, by the ghosts of aqueducts that no longer carried water, of villas whose marble had been carted off for lime kilns, of roads that had once thundered with legions and now saw only shepherds and their flocks moving between failing pastures. To walk this ground in any century after the fall of the Western Empire was to walk through strata of human ambition, each layer buried beneath the indifference of the next generation, and it is precisely this quality of the Campagna—its capacity to absorb glory and grief alike into the same anonymous soil—that makes the story of Castel di Leva so resonant. A shrine that would one day claim to have saved Rome itself did not spring from ordinary ground. It grew from a wound that had never entirely healed, on the site of a fortress built to guard against dangers of an entirely different, entirely human sort.

      The name itself, Castel di Leva, offers a small puzzle to anyone who goes looking for its origins, and puzzles of this kind are worth pausing over, because place names in the Roman countryside are rarely arbitrary; they are compressed history, encoded and half-forgotten. Some traditions trace the toponym to a family or a fiefholder whose name has otherwise been lost to documentary record, in the way that so many minor Roman baronial holdings simply dissolved into anonymity once their line failed or their fortunes reversed. Others connect it, more tenuously, to the Latin verb levare, to lift or to raise, gesturing perhaps toward the elevated position the fortress occupied on a modest rise of ground that gave its defenders a sightline over the surrounding flatlands, a strategic asset in a countryside where visibility itself was a form of security. Whatever the precise etymology, what is certain is that this was not merely a nostalgic ruin chosen at random for a Marian apparition to alight upon; it was a place with a functional military and administrative history stretching back, in some form, to the Roman period itself, and it is this deep continuity of habitation and fortification that gives the later Christian story its peculiar power. The sacred did not descend upon empty ground. It descended upon ground that had already been fought over, built upon, abandoned, and rebuilt many times, and in a real sense the story of Our Lady of Divine Love is simply the latest chapter in a much older narrative about who controls this particular stretch of earth and to what end.

      The Roman castrum that preceded the medieval fortress belongs to a category of installation that modern visitors to Italy rarely think about, precisely because so little of it survives in a form dramatic enough to photograph. A castrum, in the technical sense used by Roman military engineers and later by the antiquarians who catalogued the countryside, was not necessarily a grand construction. It could be a modest fortified post, a waystation along a road, a granary and barracks combined, serving the everyday business of moving supplies, soldiers, and administrators between the capital and its territories. The roads radiating out from Rome—the Via Appia, the Via Ardeatina, the Via Latina, and the others that fan across the Campagna like the ribs of a great fan—were not simply thoroughfares in the modern sense. They were the circulatory system of an empire, and along them the Romans built exactly the sort of small defensive and logistical points that archaeology continues to uncover beneath later medieval and early modern construction throughout the Campagna. It is entirely consistent with what we know of Roman settlement patterns in this zone that a site along or near the Via Ardeatina, a road of genuine strategic and religious importance connecting Rome to the catacombs and to the towns of the Alban Hills beyond, would have supported some form of fortified installation. The countryside south of Rome was not a frontier in the sense that Roman Britain or the Rhine limes were frontiers, but it was nonetheless a zone requiring administration, taxation, and periodic military presence, particularly as the empire's later centuries brought increasing instability even to Italy itself, a land that had once considered itself immune to the disorders visited upon the provinces.

      It is worth dwelling for a moment on how dramatically the fortunes of the Campagna shifted across the centuries that separate the Roman castrum from the medieval fortress that would eventually stand on this ground, because the transformation is not merely a matter of changing architectural styles but of an entirely different relationship between Rome and its surrounding countryside. Under the empire, the Campagna had been densely settled, agriculturally productive, threaded with villas belonging to senatorial families who valued the proximity to the capital along with the pleasant elevation and air of certain zones within it. Pliny the Younger's letters describe villa life in terms that presuppose a countryside that was cultivated, safe, and pleasant, a place where a Roman gentleman might retreat from the pressures of the city without abandoning civilization altogether. This world did not survive the collapse of imperial administration intact. The aqueducts that had once carried water to sustain intensive agriculture and dense settlement began to fail, section by section, as the engineering knowledge and the fiscal capacity required to maintain them evaporated along with the empire that had built them. Malaria, always latent in the marshier stretches of the Campagna, began to reassert itself as drainage systems fell into disrepair, and by the early medieval period much of the countryside that had once supported prosperous agricultural estates had reverted to the pastoral economy that would define it for the next thousand years: vast, thinly populated grazing lands, worked by shepherds who moved their flocks according to transhumance patterns, punctuated by fortified points, monastic holdings, and the occasional surviving village clinging to a hilltop for the safety that elevation provided.

      It was into this transformed landscape, sometime in the medieval period, that the castrum was reconstituted as a proper fortress, a stone tower and associated defensive works of the kind that dotted the Campagna in the tenth, eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth centuries, when the great Roman baronial families were consolidating their control over the countryside in a process that historians of medieval Lazio have described in considerable and sometimes exhausting detail. This was the age of incastellamento, a term coined by later scholars to describe the systematic fortification and consolidation of rural settlement that swept across central Italy beginning around the ninth and tenth centuries, as local lords, ecclesiastical institutions, and eventually the great Roman families built towers and walls around existing settlements or established entirely new fortified points to control agricultural production, tax collection, and the movement of people and goods across a countryside that had become, in the absence of any effective central authority, genuinely dangerous. Bandits, feuding noble factions, and the periodic incursions of foreign armies made unfortified settlement in the Campagna a precarious proposition, and the tower at Castel di Leva should be understood within this broader pattern: not as an isolated curiosity but as one node within a dense network of similar fortifications that studded the countryside around Rome, each controlled by one or another of the baronial families who, in the absence of strong papal or communal authority, effectively governed the Roman countryside as a patchwork of semi-independent feudal territories.

      The families whose names attach themselves to the history of Castel di Leva—the Savelli and the Orsini—were not minor players in this drama. They stood among the handful of truly great Roman baronial houses whose fortunes were intertwined with the papacy itself across the medieval and early modern periods, families whose members regularly ascended to the cardinalate and occasionally to the papal throne, whose castles ringed the city in a defensive and sometimes offensive perimeter, and whose rivalries shaped the political history of Rome for centuries. The Orsini, in particular, require little introduction to anyone who has studied medieval Roman history even casually; their feud with the Colonna family defined much of the factional violence that periodically convulsed the city and its surrounding territories, and their landholdings extended across a substantial portion of Lazio, Umbria, and beyond. To possess even a modest fortified point like the tower at Castel di Leva was, for a family of this stature, a matter of both practical and symbolic significance: practical, because such holdings extended and consolidated territorial control over the agricultural and pastoral wealth of the Campagna, and symbolic, because the sheer density of fortified points controlled by a family served as a visible testament to its power, a kind of architectural resume written across the countryside in stone and mortar. The Savelli, though somewhat less internationally famous than the Orsini in the popular imagination, were themselves a family of substantial consequence, producing cardinals and holding significant territories, and their association with this particular fortress situates it firmly within the world of high medieval and early Renaissance Roman aristocratic politics, a world of shifting alliances, papal patronage, and near-constant low-level territorial friction between the great houses.

      What did daily life actually look like at a fortress of this kind, in this period, and why does it matter for the story that follows? It is tempting, when writing about the origins of a Marian shrine, to rush past the mundane military and administrative reality of a medieval castle toward the more evocative material of miracle and devotion, but this would be a disservice to the full weight of what the site represents. A fortress like this one would have housed a small garrison, likely under the command of a castellan appointed by whichever branch
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