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All Roads 
Lead to Rome 
Fr iday, October  15, 2004  
It is time to move the watch forward 
eight hours.  I’m headed for Rome, the 
city of Caesar, Popes and artists.  Rome 
is also a great place to talk about the 
earliest days of Christianity.  This is a 
special trip.  On board the Lufthansa 
airbus are my mother, Carol Frakes and 
my aunt, Mercedes Bruss and co-
workers Melissa Ramirez Cooper and 
her new husband, Aaron Cooper.  
Melissa is the on-camera host of a new 
television documentary titled “Women in 
the Early Church.”   We plan to use Rome’s ancient backdrops as a vast outdoor set for our video. I’ ll be 
running the camera and directing.  Mom, Merce and Aaron are tagging along as tourists. 
 
There are other places associated with early Christianity - Istanbul, Jerusalem, Cairo, Carthage, etc., but 
each has seen the face of Christianity diminish over the centuries.  Rome has been a focal point for western 
Christians since the days of the New Testament.  Early Christianity developed during the Pax Romana, the 
period when Rome was at its zenith.  Caesar Augustus, Caligula, Nero and Constantine were contemporary 
with the early church.    
 
During our visit we plan to see Vatican City, the Roman Forum, the Coliseum, the Arch of Constantine, the 
ancient Roman road known as Via Apia and Ostia Antica, Rome’s ancient sea port. We will also visit 
several of Christianities oldest churches.  
 
Saturday, October  16, 2004 
Our flight from Chicago’s O’Hare airport landed in Munich, Germany just after dawn. We made our way 
through Munich’s modern airport, grabbed a free cup of coffee and caught our next flight over the Alps for 
Rome.  The Leonardo Da Vinci airport is a large, modern transportation hub.  We collected our bags and 
trudged through the terminal to the train depot.   I was trying to save a few bucks, and foolishly chose to 

take the train into Rome rather than have a driver pick us up.  Public 
transportation is great when I’m alone and traveling light.  But five jet-lag 
weary voyagers loaded down with suitcases and video gear do not fare well 
in the subway.  The trip was hot and way too much work.  Travel experts 
say that the best way to ward off the effects of jet lag is to exercise.  We 
certainly did that.  By early afternoon we found the Leona IV Bed and 
Breakfast at Famagosta 8 near the Vatican.   
 
Hotels in Rome are quite expensive.  Bed and Breakfast rooms are 
significantly cheaper.  However, this place was not quite up to snuff.  
Nobody was there to greet us, so I found a pay phone and called while the 
rest of the group sat on their luggage in the courtyard.  Finally a man came 
and let us in.  Our three rooms were part of a large apartment inside an even 
larger apartment building. The “breakfast”  consisted of some loaves of bread 
and a few vending machine-style package goods.  They also had instant 
coffee, tea and a small kitchen with a hot plate.  The rooms were clean but 
much worn.     Compared with some places I’ve stayed, it was a palace.  
 

Mom, Merce and I in Saint Peter’s Square. 

The kitchen area in our 
bed and breakfast. 
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The best thing about our accommodations was the location - two blocks from the metro and three blocks 
from the Vatican!  After a short rest, we walked over to St. Peter’s square.  Remember, Vatican City is a 
separate country from Italy.  When you walk through the vast pillars surrounding Gianlorenzo Bernini’s 
Piazza San Pietro (Saint Peter’s Square) you leave Italy. Vatican City is a vast collection of art and 
architecture that symbolizes papal power and glory.  A large Egyptian obelisk adorns the center of the 
plaza.  Dozens of statues representing various saints, line the portico rooftops.  The plaza funnels pilgrims 
into St. Peter’s Basilica, the principal church of Roman Catholicism.  Pope Julius II commissioned the 
basilica in 1506.  Michelangelo, Bramante, Bernini and others modified it.  
 

 The highlight of our brief, self guided basilica tour was 
Michelangelo’s Pieta.  This is solid rock nearly brought to 
life.  
 
It was around 5 o’clock and the walk to Vatican City, jet lag 
and hunger had nearly done us in.  Italian restaurants don’ t 
open till 7 p.m. so we found a sidewalk café, ordered coffee 
and relaxed.  Then, we had dinner in a small family 
restaurant near our bed and breakfast.  Roma, one of 
Rome’s two professional football (soccer) teams had a game 
that night.  It is hard to over emphasize how passionate 
Romans are about football.  As with English pubs, Roman’s 
flock to small restaurants like ours to watch the game on the 
television.  We had a huge dinner of pasta, pizza and 
Chianti, and enjoyed watching the Roman’s watch the 
game. 
 

Sunday, October  17 
A booming thunderstorm and jetlag woke me up at 2:30 a.m.  I brought along The Da Vinci Code by Dan 
Brown.  This popular mystery novel is a perfect read while sleeping in the shadow of the Vatican.   After 
breakfast, we jumped on the Metro, changed trains and emerged near the Croce in Geruslame (The Cross of 
Jerusalem.)  The church is dedicated to the memory of Helena, the mother of Constantine.  Since our video 
is titled “Women in the Early Church,”  I planned to use this site in the video.  Helena was a Christian.  Her 
son, Constantine, was a pagan Roman general.  Legend says that Constantine witnessed the sign of the 
Cross in the sky on the eve of battle.  He had his soldiers place this emblem on their shields and they won 
the battle.  Constantine went on to become emperor.  Later, he converted to Christianity.  In the video, we 
make a point of saying that historians believe it was Helena’s influence on 
Constantine, rather than the vision that led him to faith in Jesus.  
 
The church is a combination of ancient, old and kind of old.  Two thousand year 
old buildings have a way of being renovated.  Since it was Sunday morning, 
worship services were going on.  We recorded a few lines from our script, and 
then took a break for coffee at a shop across the street. 
 
Europeans love their pastries.  The glass display cases were loaded with 
fantastic chocolate goodies and tempting pastry puffs that make your mouth 
water just to look at them.  I tried to order coffee, but the language barrier 
resulted in a tiny cup of thick, black espresso. It tasted like evaporated residue in 
the bottom of a forgotten, muffler shop coffee pot. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Michelangelo’s Pieta. 

“ Oh, for a cup of Joe! 
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When the worship service ended we went back to the church to record shots inside. Behind the sanctuary is 
a grotto dedicated to Helena.  After Constantine became emperor in 320 A.D. Helena decided to take a 
pilgrimage to Jerusalem.  While there, she dedicated a large church at the site of the resurrection.  The 
Church of the Holy Sepulcher is still standing. It is said that Helena returned to Rome and brought back 
souvenirs including a portion of the cross and one of the nails used to crucify Jesus.  These artifacts are on 
display, but you can’ t really see much since they are surrounded by ornate icons and other altar brick-a-
brack.  
 

We finished our work at the Cross of Jerusalem and caught 
a city bus for the Via Apia and the catacombs, several miles 
outside the old city walls.  The Via Apia is a section of 
Roman road.  Public baths and a network of roads were two 
keys to Roman civilization.  It was the engineers, not the 
emperors that made Rome great.  During our crowded bus 
ride our team discussed the next location.  I must have been 
speaking too loud.  “When we get there I’ ll start shooting,”  I 
said.  Apparently most of the passengers spoke English, 
because everyone looked at me with a fishy eye! 
 
The bus let us out at one end of the Roman road.  These 
ancient thoroughfares are built with large black rocks. If you 
look carefully, you can actually see chariot wheel ruts worn 
into the stones!   It was lunch time and we ordered 

sandwiches and bottled water in the courtyard of a charming little outdoor café. It was a beautiful, cool, fall 
afternoon. 
 
My plan was to visit a catacomb. Romans preferred to burn their dead.  When the Christians came along, 
they chose to bury their loved ones.  The Romans thought this was disgusting, so the Christians moved 
outside the city.  The catacombs are vast, underground cities of the dead.  Sadly, the one we chose to visit 
was closed!  Everyone was pretty tired by this point so we persuaded a taxi driver to give us a lift back to 
the metro and home.   
 
Resting in our apartment, we heard a knock on the door.  I opened it to find a 
blond haired German man loaded down with luggage.  “Hello,”  he said.  “ Is 
this the bed and breakfast?”   Thomas turned out to be our new roommate!  
Actually, the apartment had four bedrooms.  Thomas had rented the fourth.  
One of the great things about travel is the unpredictability.  Travel takes you 
out of your comfort zone.  Often, you find this to be a reward.  This soft 
spoken German turned out to be a wonderful shipmate.  Thomas works for a 
bank in Stuttgart, a large city in southwestern Germany.  He was in Rome on 
holiday, and planned to meet up with friends.   
 
After a rest, Melissa, Aaron and I went back to St. Peter’s Square to do some 
more shooting.   There must have been some kind of worship service inside 
the basilica, (there is always some kind of worship service going on inside this 
basilica) because thousands of nuns and priests were converging on the 
Vatican.  Catholicism is a global religion.  Rome is the grand gathering place.  
Here you can see every kind of vestment, alb, robe and habit.   
 
That night we had dinner near the Spanish Steps on the Piazza di Spagna. It is a beautiful, romantic spot.  
Of course, everything is over priced and every restaurant had a wait list.  Fortunately, we were able to find 
a small pizza joint that let us put several tables together on the street in front of the restaurant.  We ate thin 
Italian pizza and enjoyed the cool autumn air.    
 
 
 

The bus ride to Via Apia. 

The Spanish Steps 
are a “ must see”  for 
all tourists in Rome.  
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Monday, October  18 
When you think of Rome, you think of the 
Coliseum.  It looks cool in the photographs and the 
movies, but it’s better in real life.  That being said, 
we only had time to walk around the exterior and 
record some shots with Melissa.  Everyone wanted 
to take the tour inside, but we had too much work 
to do.  Still, the outside is impressive.  Emperor 
Vespasian began construction in 69 A.D.  Emperor 
Titus finished it in 80 A.D.  I’ ve seen many large 
sports stadiums across the United States.  The 
Coliseum is just as large.  What’s more, it’ s an 
original! 
 
Adjacent to the Coliseum is the Arch of 
Constantine.  We recorded a number of shots using 
this impressive monument as a backdrop.  The arch 

is about the size of an outdoor drive-in movie screen.  
Constantine dedicated it during his reign in the fourth 
century.   From the arch we made our way into Rome’s 
famous Forum.  The form is actually a collection of several 
forums or market places.   Succeeding emperors tried to 
outdo one another by building bigger and better forums next 
to or on top of succeeding ones.  After the empire fell in the 
fifth century, the forums drifted into ruin.  Today, the forum 
represents a vast collection of architectural ruins.  You have 
to use a bit of imagination, but it is possible to get a sense of 
what Rome’s glory must have looked like.   
 
After recording a few lines from our script, a security guard 
walked up and asked to see our permission slip. Earlier that 
morning, I had stopped by the Vatican and obtained press 
credentials granting permission to record in St. Peter’s Square.  I happened to have the papers in my pocket, 
so I whipped them out.  “No,”  she said.  “This is no good here!”   We shook the dust off our sandals and 
climbed out of the ruins.  
 

Our final stop was at the St. Anastasia Church near the Forum.  
Anastasia was a martyr in the early Christian Church. The Church 
is also associated with the memory of St. Jerome.  Jerome was an 
ascetic scholar credited with translating the Bible, (known as the 
Vulgate) from Greek into Latin.  In the video script we point out 
that while Jerome gets the credit, history shows that he had help 
from a number of women. 
 
It was getting on toward evening and everyone was tired.  The 
day’s shooting was complete, but we were more than a mile away 
from the Metro.  We needed a taxi.  The guide books say that you 
can’ t hail a taxi in Rome. One needs to make a phone call, and 
then they will pick you up.  No wonder Rome fell!  What an 
absurd rule.  We didn’ t have a phone number for a taxi, and no 

matter how we begged and hailed (at one point I got down on one knee) they wouldn’ t stop.  Finally we 
actually got a driver to give us a lift.   But when all five of us tried to cram in, he had a fit.  “Four only!”  he 
cried.  “Four only!”   There was no talking him out of it.  So, to preserve our ride, I climbed out and walked 
to the Metro. The others went on a wild ride through the city. Actually, it turned out to be a lovely evening.  
I strolled through the Circus Maximus, and back to the Coliseum where I caught the Metro.   

This is what the Roman Forum might 
have looked like in the days of Julius 
Caesar.  

Rome’s famous Coliseum. 

Mom holds the microphone at the 
Forum.  
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Thomas, our new housemate joined us for dinner at 
the family restaurant we had visited on Saturday 
night. There was no blaring football game on the 
television, so we enjoyed a pleasant meal with 
good company. As we left, I thanked the waitress 
and said, “Tell the cook that we enjoyed the meal.”   
She replied, “ I will. He is my husband!”    
 
Tuesday, October  19 
The weather in Rome had been just wonderful all 
week – cool and clear.  At sunrise I walked over to 
the Vatican to capture the sun’s first rays cast on 
the Basilica.  After breakfast at a deli counter, we 
again descended into the metro.   
 
Rome’s metro is the most utilized public 
transportation system I have ever seen.  Trains and 
stations are crowded morning, noon and night.  

Due to the heavy traffic, the platforms and cars are dingy and a bit run down.  American style graffiti is 
sprayed across every available surface. By this time, we were metro veterans, used to the crammed sardine 
feeling.  After changing trains, we wound our way to the outskirts of the city and emerged from the Metro 
where we caught a conventional train for Ostia Antica.  
 
Ostia Antica is a large archeological park 30 kilometers southwest of Rome, near the coast.  Ostia was 
ancient Rome’s sea port.  After the fall of the empire, the city was abandoned.  Then, the town was slowly 
buried in silt from the Tiber River.  This 
turned out to be good news for ancient Rome 
buffs.  When archeologist unearthed the city in 
the 19th century, they discovered a perfectly 
preserved Roman city complete with baths, 
bars, houses and streets. The train drops you 
off about half a mile from the entrance.  We 
bought tickets, then Merce and Mom went 
exploring on their own.  Melissa, Aaron and I 
finished recording the on-camera portions of 
our video script using Ostia Antica as a 
backdrop.  After lunch in the museum café, we 
felt a few rain drops, but then it quit.  It turned 
out to be the only rain we would see on the 
trip.  
 
That evening Mom, Merce and I said goodbye to Aaron and Melissa.  They weren’ t leaving till morning, 
but they had tickets to a show later that evening.  Mom, Merce and I relaxed a bit.  Then, we did a bit of 
shopping in our neighborhood.  Every evening local merchants set up shop on the sidewalks selling 
everything from clothes to household goods. It was a warm evening. No need to wear a coat.  Dinner was at 
Pizza Island.  It sounds kind of low brow in English, but L’ Isola Della Pizza sounds much better.  It was a 
fun little restaurant with a big, red, Italian motorcycle hung up on the wall.  We order several different 
kinds of thin pizza and enjoyed each other’s company.  It was fun to talk about old times and remember 
loved ones who are no longer with us.  I was especially fond of Merce’s brother Lloyd.  My uncle passed 
away several years ago.  The three of us laughed, teared up and then drank a toast to his memory.  
 

Rome’s metro trains are always crammed.  
Merce, (wearing a hat) stands to the left.  
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Wednesday, October  20 
Our last day in Rome turned out to be 
the best.  As I mentioned, I had 
managed to wrangle press credentials 
out of the Vatican.  It never ceases to 
amaze me how far you can get, just by 
asking.  Before leaving Chicago, I had 
attempted to obtain permission to 
record video footage at the Vatican 
through the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in America’s office of 
Ecumenical Affairs.  They had given 
me a name and phone number which I 
was suppose to give to the Swiss 
Guards upon arrival at the Vatican.  
“Everything is arranged,”  I was told.   
The Swiss Guards wear funny 
military outfits and keep watch over 
the Pope.  Rumor has it that they are 
heavily armed underneath their goofy 
outfits.  The Swiss Guard I spoke 
with was polite, but knew nothing.  I clicked into my patient traveler mode, smiled but didn’ t walk away. 
Eventually he gave me a pass and I found my way to a Vatican press office where they issued credentials to 
record in St. Peter’s Square.  “Are you going to be here on Wednesday?”  the Vatican official asked.  “Why 
yes!”  I replied.  “Well then, I can give you press credentials to record the Pope’s audience as well.  Who 
will be on your crew?”  she continued.  The three names I gave her included Tim Frakes, Mercedes Bruss 
and Carol Frakes.    

 
Sure enough… On Wednesday morning 
Mom, Merce and I walked into a jammed St. 
Peter’s Square and presented the guard with 
my credentials.  The guard passed us on to 
another guard who walked us right up to 
front row!  Mom and Merce didn’ t look at 
all like journalists.  They didn’ t even have 
note pads and pencils!  A crowd of 
thousands filled the square in anticipation of 
the pontiff’ s arrival.  Precisely at 10 o’clock, 
Ioannes Paulus PP. II…, otherwise known as 
John Paul II…, formerly known as Karol 
Wojtyla entered the square riding in the 
open air convertible “Pope-mobile.”   
Waving to the crowd from the elevated seat 
in his car, the motorcade made its way 
through the square up to a staging area in 
front of St. Peter’s Basilica.  It was a 
beautiful sunny morning. A brass band 
played a tune and Vatican officials in 
flowing red robes stood at attention. Over 

the years I’ve had occasion to record several U.S. presidential appearances.  However, nothing quite 
approaches this for pomp and flair.  A public papal audience such as this one is fairly common.  The Pope 
reads from a prepared text - this morning’s reading was from the Psalms.  Most of the time is spent greeting 
the delegations gathered from around the globe.  Much is made in the western press about the pope’s 
health.  He suffers from Parkinson’s disease. He looked fine to me. Theology aside, it was thrilling to see 
one of the truly great figures of the 20th century up close and personal.   
 

The faithful gather for an audience with Pope John Paul II. 

Pope John Paul II waves to the crowd assembled in St. 
Peter’s square.  
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After the Vatican we took the metro to 
the Piazza del Popolo for some sight 
seeing.  The Piazza del Popolo is the 
northern gateway to the city.  An ancient 
Egyptian obelisk stands in the center of 
the plaza, surrounded by glorious 
baroque churches.  We visited one of the 
churches and then walked up a long 
staircase into the Pincio Park for a 
spectacular view of the entire city.  By 
this time it was getting quite warm, so 
we decided to pack it in.  
 
Later that evening Merce and I returned 
to the Piazza del Popolo and ordered 
cappuccino at a lovely café on the plaza.  
It was a pleasant evening and we 
enjoyed sipping our drinks and watching 
the world go by.  In the morning we 
would head back to the airport for a 
flight home.  Rome is a fantastic place.  
You could spend a year here and never 

scratch the surface.  As wonderful as Rome is, the best part of our trip was the time spent with my mother 
and my aunt.  We really had time to talk and share experiences without the traditional impediments of food 
preparation, noisy children or rushed holiday time tables.  As great as the places are, it is always the people 
you meet and travel with that make a trip memorable.  This one, I will never forget.   

Piazza del Popolo with the Vatican dome on the hor izon.  


