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An Artists’ Armada to Venice on Ancient Waterways

By PORTER FOX

EHIND the sweep of the north-
ern Adriatic, nestled in the
bootstrap of northeastern Ita-
ly, lies a second Venice. The
doppelganger is similar to the

original — with murky canals, sleek
wooden speedboats and Romanesque
buildings teetering on the water’s edge.
Just as in Venice, boaters can be mes-
merized by the labyrinth and get disori-
ented if they don’t keep a close eye on
the map. Thankfully, this Other Venice
has directional signs on its waterways.
Bright yellow ones, in fact, that are
right now coming into view. To the left:
Venice. To the right: Grado.

Our flotilla of three sculptural rafts —
designed as an homage to Venice by a
Brooklyn artist who goes by the name
Swoon and fitted with intricate carv-
ings, salvaged stairways and rebuilt
Mercedes diesel engines — stumbled
across the canals in June on the way to
the Venice Biennale. Swoon, a 31-year-
old street artist whose real name is Cal-
edonia Curry and whose portraits and
installations have hung in the Museum
of Modern Art and the Deitch Projects
gallery in New York, planned to parade
through the Grand Canal during the
Biennale’s preview week, uninvited and
unannounced, as a surprise floating in-
stallation.

But first, our crew of 30 artists and
friends — mechanics, musicians, puppe-
teers and trumpet-blowing vaudevil-
lians — had to get there from the beach-
front town of Grado, near the border
with Slovenia. After a harrowing first
three days on the wavy Adriatic, we
were relieved to find the placid canals,
just a few hundred yards from the sea.

Grado marks the beginning of the Lit-
oranea Veneta, an inland waterway that
has sheltered mariners sailing to and
from Venice for more than 2,000 years.
The 372-mile matrix of canals, rivers, in-
lets and lagoons is mentioned as far
back as 301 B.C. by the Roman historian
Livy and forms a larger, more bucolic
version of Venice’s aquatic highways,
with 100-foot-wide channels, acres of
farmland and orchards edging the
shoreline and ancient Roman ports ev-
ery 10 miles.

With a glacial cruising speed of three
miles per hour, we figured it would take
two weeks to make the 80-mile journey
from Grado to Venice on the canals. The
crew had built eating, sleeping and
cooking spaces on the boats and we
planned to provision and use restrooms
in towns along the way.

It was a hazy 80 degrees when our
Rabelaisian armada followed the sign
signaling left to Venice and entered the
Litoranea Veneta. A mob of curious on-
lookers gathered at Grado’s breakwater
to watch the procession. Two lines of
wooden posts — red on the right, green
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A fisherman by the dock at the medieval town of Marano, along the Litoranea Veneta waterway, long a route to and from Venice.

on the left — marked the San Pietro di
Orio Canal, the easternmost entrance of
the system.

We motored past tiny islands circled
with 12-foot-tall cane thickets and
A-frame thatched fishing huts called
casoni. Two hours west of Grado, three
young men spotted us and invited ev-
eryone to join them at their renovated
hut. We tied the rafts to trees and
hopped onshore, where our hosts set
out chilled prosecco and red wine on a
concrete picnic table. For two hours, we
drank with the men, picked fresh cher-
ries and listened to stories about the
host’s grandfather hunting ducks in the
lagoon with Ernest Hemingway in the
1930s.

With the sun sagging low on the hori-
zon, we bade farewell to our new friends
and headed west to find a spot to sleep.
Several miles later, as night began to
fall, we rounded a turn and saw a dozen
yachts tied to channel markers opposite
the tiny private island of Sant’Andrea.
After securing the boats to one of the
green posts, we took a dinghy ashore to

a ramshackle restaurant composed of
20 picnic tables and weathered shacks
draped with fishing nets. Then we feast-
ed for three hours on grilled calamari,
sea bass and a fiery rakia distilled with
fruit and herbs found on the island.

Half the crew camped on Sant’Andrea

Approaching the
Venice Biennale on
canal and river routes.

that night while the other half dozed off
on the boats in hammocks and make-
shift beds. We’d covered 15 miles the
first day and slept soundly, relieved to
not have to worry about the Adriatic’s
wind, waves and tide.

The next morning, we woke with the
sun and took a slight detour north to the
medieval fishing town of Marano, where
we pulled into a mile-long public pier in

WHERE THE CANALS LEAD TO, NOT THROUGH, VENICE

For a history of the area and navi-
gational maps of the canal system
visit the Web site of the Litoranea )
Veneta (www.litoraneaveneta.com). -

Cruises or bareboat charters out
of Chioggia, near Venice, can be
found at the Web site of Rendez-
Vous Fantasia (www.rendez-vous
-fantasia.com).

For in-depth information about
the towns the canals connect, down-
load The Lands of Eastern Venice,
Tourism and Cultural Guide at www
.turismo.provincia.venezia.it/pdf
/produzione/terre_veneziaorientale
/guidaVEorEN.pdf.
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front of 20 steel-hull trawlers. For three
days, we rode bicycles through the
town’s concentric cobblestone streets,
swam with high school kids at public
swimming steps, chatted with fisher-
men over 50-cent espressos and gener-
ally fell under the spell of the maritime
hamlet. By the time we left, our boats
were overfilled with food and wine that
townsfolk had generously delivered to
the pier.

Over the next few days we worked
our way west, past one of the last work-
ing locks in the canal system near
Bevazzana and the bustling port town of
Porto di Baseleghe. When our passage
was blocked by a broken drawbridge at
the Del Morto Canal, we were forced to
go by sea to our next stop. Luckily, the
Adriatic was calm that day, and we
cruised over mirror-flat water to the an-
cient Roman port of Caorle.

Two additional crewmembers joined
us in Caorle. They informed us that we
were already two-thirds of the way to
Venice, so we decided to spend two days
at a campsite along the banks of the
Lemene River.

Gangs of darkly tanned tourists gath-
ered onshore to catch a glimpse of our
rafts while we explored the town’s
crowded beaches, 11th-century bell tow-
er and bustling fishing pier. Much of the
area was preserved as a bird sanctuary,
and enormous swans circled in the cur-
rent to the sound of singing marsh war-
blers, while fishermen dug for mussels
near the mouth of the river.

On the third day we cast off and fol-
lowed the Largon Canal past miles of
dried-up rice paddies and rows of cy-
press trees bent back by the sea breeze,
until we reached the town of Torre di
Fine. There, our progress came to a
sudden halt. A mile downriver, and just
18 miles from Venice, we discovered an-
other broken bridge blocking the way.
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Then, an hour later, one of the most
feared storms on the Adriatic — the
Bora — reared its head, making the
ocean route impassable as well.

As it turns out, sailors have sought
shelter from the Bora — a wind that
rushes off the Alps at speeds of up to 60
miles per hour — in Torre di Fine since
the 11th century, when the town was the
last stop between Venice and Caorle.
We whiled away the next three days ex-
ploring abandoned farmhouses, eating
pizza at one of the town’s two restau-
rants and taking midnight cruises along
the canal. Each morning, schoolchildren
serenaded our boats, and at night, bar-
tenders from the Country Bar taught us
how to knock the top off a prosecco bot-
tle with a saber.

It took another four days for the wind
to die, and sadly, I had to fly home be-
fore the armada made the final leg to
Venice. I settled for stories and photos
of the boats cruising between the red
and black lighthouses guarding the en-
trance to the Venice Lagoon; then, riot-
ous tales of the flotilla barnstorming the
Grand Canal at 3 a.m. a week later.

Before my flight, I spent one night in
Venice. It was Saturday, and the side-
walks and canals were crammed with
tourists and art dealers preparing for
the Biennale. I toured the museums and
looked at huge billboards advertising
galleries and artists taking part in the
show. In the hustle of the great island
city, though, I couldn’t help but think of
the quiet backwaters we’d motored
through and the grassy banks where I'd
left the crew.

Watching the Bora bend back the
treetops from the safety of the canal
those last days, the Litoranea Veneta
hadn’t felt like the Other Venice at all.
Rather, it seemed like a relic of the origi-
nal one, cast off and passed over by the
modern world. u
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EXCLUSIVE RETREAT

Hunt, Fish, Lodging, Meals
Arkansas Delta 1400 Acre Farm
Sept-May $150K Golf Casino minutes away
falconcrest.haynes.ar@gmail.com 870-494-4539

CONNECTICUT
ROOSTER TAIL INN

LUXURY RETREAT IN LITCHFIELD COUNTY
Six elegant suites * Spa-quality baths * World-class dining
Exceptional destination for any social or business event.
860-868-3100 Warren, CT ~ www.roostertailinn.com

Saybrook Point Inn & Spa 800.243.0212

AAA Four Diamond Hotel/Restaurant on LI Sound and CT
River, outdoor dining/bar on water, spa, large rooms, close
to beaches, shopping, theaters, casinos, dog friendly,
call for specials/packages or www.saybrook.com

FLORIDA
SOUTH BEACH

AVALON HOTEL *** SOUTH SEAS HOTEL
Enjoy the Beach at it's Best. Newly redone, Great Rates,
Great Food, Great Clubs, Great Fun, GreatLocations,
Complimentary European breakfast.

AVALON SOUTH SEAS
800-933-3306 www.atlanticstars.com 800-345-2678

MAINE

BATTERY WHARF

ON BOSTON HARBOR IN THE HISTORIC NORTH END
Walking distance to the Freedom Trail, Faneuil Hall and Quincy
Market and TD Banknorth Garden. Rates from $219
www.fairmont.com/batterywharf 866-840-8512

T
Martha's Vineyard Pequot Hotel
HISTORICINN - VICTORIAN VILLAGE OF OAK BLUFFS
1 Block to Beach, Shopping and Restaurants.

Free Wi-Fi and European Breakfast.

800-947-8704

BOSTON'S ELIOT HOTEL

Gorgeous 4-star suite hotel in chic Back Bay.
Enjoy luxury at affordable prices. Recently named
#1 Small City Hotel in US & Canada, Travel + Leisure.
Kids under 18 stay free eliothotel.com

NEW JERSEY
CAPE MAY HOTEL ALCOTT

Restored historic Boutique Hotel. Guest rooms and suites,
1block to ocean. All modern amenities - plasma TV's,
Down Duvets and pillow top mattresses, 3-Star restrt.
Bkfstincl. Midwk Special rates. 800-272-3004 hotelalcott.com

www.atlanticstars.com

BELFAST COLONIAL GABLES Oceanfront

Village. Relax on private seaside porches and enjoy
magnificent ocean views. Quaint Cottages & Guest Rooms on
ten acres of oceanfront with sandy beach for swimming
1-800-937-6246 www.colonialgables.com

AVALON/THE BEACHCOMBER

55 beautiful furnished suites. Fully equp. ktchns. Cable TV.
Lovely secluded pool area. Close to beach, tennis, park area.
Special off-season rates. 7900 Dune Dr., Avalon, NJ 08202
800-462-9703, 609-368-5121, www.avalon-beachcomber.com

HAMPTONS VACATIONS...DUNE RESORTS
www.duneresorts.com

THE EAST END'S FINEST! DUNE RESORTS are situated in
choice locations from East Hampton to Montauk, offering a
variety of locations from beautiful secluded beaches to

charming villages.
BEACHCOMBER RESORT...... 631-668-2894

DRIFTWOOD ON THE OCEAN 1-668-5744
EAST HAMPTON HOUSE RES 31-324-4300
THE HERMITAGE 631-267-6151

OCEAN BEACHRESORT........coooomrvinrrinniiiaen 631-668-4000
OCEAN COLONY. 631-267-3130
SUN'N SOUND 631-668-2212
SURF CLUBRESORT.... ...631-668-3800
WINDWARD SHORES.... ...631-267-8600
AWAVE INN 631-668-2700

EAST HAMPTON HOUSE RESORT

Resort featuring private sundecks and patios on five
beautifully landscaped acres including a large heated pool, two
championship tennis courts and a children's playground.
Fitness room and wireless internet access also available.

Walk to village of East Hampton or enjoy the nearby sandy
beaches. 631-324-4300 800-698-WAVE

www.easthamptonhouseresort.com

Geneva On The Lake..........Is Romantic!

"One of the 10 most romantic inns in the U.S." -American
Historic Inns. Italian Renaissance villa on Seneca Lake.
Beautiful suites w/Stickley. Candlelight dining w/live music.
Friendly hospitality. Scenic beauty & wineries abound.
AAA 4-Diamond. 800-3-GENEVA. www.genevaonthelake.com

MONTAUK......RONJO HAWAIIAN RESORT

200" to ocean, stores & restaurants from $140. per nite. Rms
w/A/C,CCTV/HBO, refrig,ZpooIs, playgrnd, BBQ picnic area.
Golf, tennis, fishing. Bx 789 Montauk, NY 11954. 631-
668-2112.www.ronjoresorts.com. Reserve now for Labor Day!

PENNSYLVANIA
Philadelphia Boutique Hotel from $119

Great downtown location with designer rooms, private bath,
Direct TV with 8 comp movie channels, comp 24hr fitness
center, breakfast buffet. Alexander Inn, Spruce at 12th St.
Toll Free (877) ALEXINN www.alexanderinn.com

RHODE ISLAND

MANHATTAN PARK SOUTH HOTEL

| LOVE EVERYTHING ABOUT N'Y PKGS FROM $399.
$50 Gift certificate to Macy's, Dinner for two at The Black Duck,
Euro breakfast & 2 Nights in a deluxe room. Chic luxury
in midtown's favorite hotel with state of the artamenities.
Between Park & Lexington. Everything Nearby!
www.atlanticstars.com 1-800-315-4642

MANHATTAN - RIVERSIDE TOWER HOTEL
$124/Room for 1 person. Doubles $129

Suites $139-$159.Lincoln Ctr area,Hudson River views, 18 firs,
kit'ette, 5 min to Midtown, safe, quiet, lux area. Riverside/80th
Free brochure. 800-724-3136 or www.riversidetowerhotel.com

Narragansett, Rl  THE ATLANTIC HOUSE

Historic Oceanfront Hotel. Next to famous Narragansett
Towers beach. Suites, balconies, spectacular ocean views.
A/C, Cable TV. Walk to indoor pool, restaurants, shops.
Midweek special from $149. per couple, standard room.
1-888-52-OCEAN  401-783-6400 www.theatlantichouse.com

Narragansett Pier, RI THE VILLAGE INN

Oceanfront Resort - suites, balconies, indoor pool, Jacuzzi
& continental breakfast. Restaurant & lounge OV deck,
shops, beach, minutes to Block Island, Newport.
Midweek special from $179/couple.
1-800-THE-PIER or 401-783-6767 www.v-inn.com

HISTORIC INNS OF NEWPORT

NEWPORT'S PREMIERE INNS FROM $369. DBL OCC.
Midweek 2 Night Pkgs incl. dinner for two at a fine Newport
restaurant, Mansion tour, comp Euro Bkfst, afternoon tea.
Free Parking.  800-427-9444 www.atlanticstars.com

CARIBBEAN
GREAT NON-STOP RATES WITH JET BLUE

St. Maarten - www.beachsidevillas.com
OCEANEDGE upscale 1,2,3 BR a/c villas. Fully equipped
kitchen, BBQ. Daily Housekeeping, free Wi-Fi, Cable TV.
Perfect vacation all year! Call Owner Yolanda 313-884-7706

ARUBA

Three Bedroom Villa/Pool/Hot Tub, Fully Air Conditioned and
Access to Internet, Ten Minutes From Marriott Beach

Contact John at 717-939-0780 or 717-497-6018 or E-mail:
flassiter@state.pa.us www.arubavacationhome.net

GREAT BRITAIN
LONDON, PARIS & LOS ANGELES

Budget to Luxury Apartments

In Our 17th Year of Business
LondonGuestSuites.com 800-664-5663

LosAngelesGuestsuites.com

ITALY
QUALITY VACATION RENTALS

Country homes & city apartments in Italy for 2 to 22 guests.
800-280-2811 www.parkervillas.com

Breaking News Alert

Now you can sign up to receive breaking news alerts on your mobile phone.

TEXT “NEWSALERTS” TO 698698.
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