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Vinci, the Tuscan village where Leonardo da Vinci was born, is pictured from the house of Leonardo Da Vinci in the out-
skirts of the village.— AFP photos

A general view shows the Santa Croce church (left) and the
Conti Guidi castle (Castello dei Conti Guidi) in Vinci, the
Tuscan village where Leonardo Da Vinci was born. 

A general view shows the Santa Croce church in Vinci, the
Tuscan village where Leonardo Da Vinci was born.

A general view shows Vinci, the Tuscan village where
Leonardo da Vinci was born.

A tourist looks at a souvenirs shop in Vinci, the Tuscan village
where Leonardo da Vinci was born.

Butterflies flutter around centuries-old olive groves in
Vinci, the Tuscan village where Leonardo da Vinci
was born and honed his inventor skills as a child by

studying the local flora and fauna. Locals preparing to
mark the 500th anniversary of Leonardo’s death say little
has changed among the vineyards, lush fields and brooks
that appeared in his art. The Renaissance polymath, whose
most famous works include the Mona Lisa and The Last
Supper but whose vast range of talents is legendary, drew
lifelong inspiration from his humble rural upbringing,
according to experts.

“The landscapes, impressions and interests that influ-
enced Leonardo throughout his life remain almost intact,”
Roberta Barsanti, director of the Leonardian Museum of
Vinci, told AFP. “From his native house, set away from the
village, we can still see the view he reproduced in
‘Landscape’, his earliest-known drawing, which he dated
August 5, 1473,” she said. Born on April 15, 1452, from an
illegitimate liaison between a notary and a teenage peas-
ant girl, Leonardo was raised by his grandfather and uncle.

It was with them that he explored the surrounding
countryside, studying and sketching insects, animals,

plants and flowers.  The natural world was a rich source of
ideas for the prolific and imaginative inventor, who
designed machines that would only be built centuries lat-
er-from tanks to telescopes, flying machines to scuba gear.

‘Language of peasants’ 
Da Vinci was fascinated by the mills around Vinci and

the various rivers that fed them.  The Tuscan master, who
left Vinci and moved some 30 kilometers (19 miles) away
to the city of Florence as a teenager, would go on to study
hydraulic energy and its mechanical applications, as

shown in his many drawings on this subject. Da Vinci, who
would draw himself in self-portraits with a stern brow and
flowing beard, also developed a passion for anatomy,
architecture, music, painting and sculpture.  Experts say
the rhythms of Vinci life-and even the colloquialisms of the
rural inhabitants-echo throughout his later works. 

“Leonardo is the expression of a territory. He has inter-
nalized many things about this land, starting with the
world of peasants,” said Nicola Baronti, president of the
“Vinci nel cuore” (Vinci in the heart) association. “When
he draws his inventions, he uses the language of Vinci’s
peasants, and has thus immortalised terms still used in
engineering world-wide,” he added.

‘Secret signature’ 
Tourists who visit Vinci can walk the paths he trod five

centuries earlier, and gaze upon the same waterfalls or
vineyards. Baronti, a local history buff, said numerous
devotees had been drawn to Vinci over the centuries,
including many eccentric inventors who feel an affinity
with the Renaissance pioneer. A few years ago, he said, an
American dressed all in white wandered the streets of the
village claiming to be in contact with da Vinci, who died
on May 2, 1519. The village takes its name from the
“Vinchio” willow tree, whose soft branches were used by
farmers to tie their grape vines. 

The pattern of the knots typical in Tuscany since the
11th century is a familiar artistic motif-plaster peeling off
the walls in a nearby church in San Pantaleo recently
revealed the ancient design beneath. “These interlacing
threads, which recall the wicker braids specific to
Leonardo’s native village, can be found in his paintings,
even on the corsage of the Mona Lisa,” Baronti said. “It is
the master’s secret signature, as if he were telling us ‘I left,
that is true, but this is where I come from’.” — AFP

Tuscan paradise where da Vinci’s genius bloomed

In this file photo taken on October 6, 1947 an employee of the Louvre museum hangs the
famous portrait of Mona Lisa (or the Joconde) by Italian artist Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519),
for the reopening of the gallery. May 2019 marks the 500th anniversary of the death of Italian
Renaissance master Leonardo da Vinci.  

A general view from the Conti Guidi castle (Castello dei Conti Guidi) shows the Santa Croce
church in Vinci, the Tuscan village where Leonardo Da Vinci was born.

Idjwi, a haven of
peace in DR Congo’s
conflict-ridden east
Luc Henkinbrant fought against the impunity of war

criminals in the conflict-ridden east of the
Democratic Republic of Congo for a decade. Now

the Belgian former UN human rights official dreams of
turning the Lake Kivu island of Idjwi into a magnet for
ecotourists. He and his Congolese wife Esperance
Mawanzo divide their time between the Belgian town of
Liege and their little island paradise poking up through
the lake’s placid waters, ringed by the DR Congo’s ver-
dant mountains and the hills of neighboring Rwanda.

Their Esperance (Hope) agency in Bukavu, on Lake
Kivu’s southern shore, aims to encourage tourism that
respects both the environment and the local population.
Their clientele is drawn mainly from among expatriates
working for Henkinbrant’s former employer-the rights
division of the UN peacekeeping force MONUSCO-and
humanitarian groups working in the region.

Coffee beans 
Setting off from the region’s main city of Goma, the

boat sails one and a half hours before reaching the first
islets of an archipelago rich in vegetation including

eucalyptus and bougainvillea. Idjwi’s peak is 2,300
meters (7,600 feet) above sea level, while the lake itself
is already nearly 1,500 meters in altitude. The couple
greet visitors at a pier in the village of Bugaruva at the
foot of a lush forest. Once past a wary “migration” offi-
cial-passports must be presented even for internal trips
in the DR Congo-any anxiety begins to evaporate.

Here, there are none of the jeeps flying UN flags or
bearing the logos of Goma’s numerous aid groups. In
fact, four-wheeled vehicles are rare on the island’s red
dirt roads, reserved for VIPs such as the local “mwami”
or traditional chief, while most people get around on
motorbike taxis. The lake island-Africa’s second largest
at 310 square kilometers (120 square miles), or about the
size of Malta-is home to some 200,000 people.

With its temperate climate varying from 20 to 25

degrees Celsius (68 to 77 Fahrenheit) all year round,
Idjwi produces sweet potatoes and cassava-but espe-
cially, coffee. The beans produced by more than 2,000
growers make their way to Starbucks cafes in the United
States, their cooperative’s president Gilbert Makelele
told AFP.

‘Potential is enormous’ 
But islanders say their main asset is being a haven of

peace in a region where dozens of armed groups have
operated for decades. “You can walk around all day on
Idjwi without being hassled by armed groups or sol-
diers,” Henkinbrant says. Elsewhere in Kivu, the militias-
many a by-product of the 1994 genocide in neighboring
Rwanda —  sow terror, extorting and killing civilians,
pillaging villages and raping women. Their women vic-
tims are treated in Bukavu by gynaecologist Denis
Mukwege, the co-winner of last year’s Nobel Peace
Prize. 

A 15-minute motorcycle ride from the Bugaruva pier
takes the visitor to Henkinbrant’s compound with
thatch-roofed bungalows offering mountain and lake
views. He is planning to set up more “ecolodges”, eyeing
the island’s sandy beaches lapped by tepid waters.

“Idjwi’s potential is enormous,” Henkinbrant said, noting
that people can enjoy walking, biking and kayaking as
well as buzzing around the island on motorbike taxis.

Darker side 
For tourists wanting to explore other sites in the

region, Idjwi could be part of a trip taking in the Virunga
National Park, home to the mountain gorillas made
famous by US primatologist Dian Fossey. The airports at
Goma and the Rwandan capital, Kigali, are three hours
away. While Idjwi is the stuff of picture postcards, it
does have a dark side. The local Pygmy minority, which
sells pottery to survive, lives on the edges of society,
marginalized by the majority Bahavus. 

And the main consequence of the 1994 Rwandan
trauma for Idjwi was deforestation brought about by an
influx of tens of thousands of Hutu refugees after the
genocide targeting mainly ethnic Tutsis. The island also
remains underdeveloped, having yet to be connected to
the national power grid and depending on generators for
power-although the mwami saw to it that Wi-Fi came to
the island three years ago. — AFP

Coffee cherries are washed after being sorted. A woman at the CPNCK coffee co-operative shows some of
the coffee cherries she harvested on the Idjwi island.

Coffee cherries at the CPNCK coffee co-operative are pic-
tured on the Idjwi island.—AFP Photos

Community members bring their coffee
harvests to be weighed at the CPNCK
co-operative on the Idjwi island.


