Caitlin Smith


       My year abroad in Rome changed not only my understanding of this foreign country, but also of myself.  From the very first day abroad I was forced to challenge myself as I navigated through these very new experiences.  I decided to fly separately to Rome with two of my friends rather than with the group.  We were supposed to meet everyone in Rome with a few hours still to spare before taking a group bus to Assisi.  That is not how it worked out, though.  Our plane left late from Chicago and so we missed our connecting flight in London.  We ended up landing in Rome a mere hour after the bus departed. So we found ourselves, three Saint Mary’s girls with five suitcases and three carry-ons holding everything we would need for the semester, alone at an unfamiliar airport in a foreign country.  We were surprisingly unfazed by this and were able to make use of our limited Italian to check our luggage at the airport and take a train to Termini, the main train station.  This train station is a maze of tracks and the underground numbering system does not make sense.  The last train to Assisi for the night was leaving in thirty minutes and we could not find the correct track number.  Amid the people that were rushing past us trying to catch their own trains, we were able to find an Italian woman to take pity on us and stop to help.  In fragmented Italian we explained that our train had switched tracks and we could not seem to find where to go.  Not only did she walk us all the way there, but she also stayed with us at the train until it left.  We did make it to Assisi that night and were able to meet up with the group.


      That was not how I had pictured my trip.  At the time it was stressful and exhausting to be traveling without someone who knew what they were doing for almost two days.  But we arrived in Assisi knowing that we could do any traveling that we wanted to completely alone.  It was comforting to find helpfulness and charity in native Italians who were willing to help desperate American tourists.  From our first moments abroad we realized that even though we had a limited grasp on the language and felt completely overwhelmed, we could manage anything on this trip.  There is such a sense of independence and strength when you realize that you can rely on yourself and accomplish such a seemingly insurmountable feat.


     Things were not always so overwhelmingly exciting in the next eight months.  What I loved about my study abroad experience was the opportunities I had to explore new places within Italy and Europe, but that I equally enjoyed spending time to further explore Rome.  It is amazing to me how much I got used to my life in Rome.  In a very short time it felt completely natural to be living at the Hotel Tiziano, eating lunch at Pascucci’s, doing my grocery shopping at Despar.   Now it seems like a dream to take study breaks by walking to the Vatican or the Roman Forum, to do homework by the Pantheon, and just walk around a city so brimming with history.


    The central location of our Rome program allowed me to apply the art history and Italian education I was receiving to places I could actually visit.  It means so much more to learn about paintings by Caravaggio and then actually going to the nearby churches to see them.  Throughout the year we did plenty of traveling on our own, but also with the whole group.  First semester we journeyed to southern Italy to see historic Pompeii, Naples, Capri, and the Amalfi Coast.  This southern lifestyle completely differed from our trip second semester to Ferrara, Ravenna, and other cities in the north.  The Saint Mary’s Rome Program allows students to see the diverse areas of Italy that have somehow united into such a brilliant country.  Through these experiences I have learned that there is not a flavor of gelato that I do not love, that history and Italian are my passion, and that I will always miss Rome.

