Mount Abetone and the road of Ximenes
The “Modenese” road was built by the Grand Duke Pietro Leopoldo to link the Tuscan territory and more importantly the port in Leghorn with the Habsburg states in the north, so as to avoid the Church State. It was without doubt one of the most important events during the sovereignty of the Lorena family.

With a cost at the time of two million old Italian liras, it was built to allow the movement of carts and merchandise throughout the year or, as Emanuele Repetti wrote in 1833, it was to be “a road for carts and postal transportation until the borders of the dukedom of Modena (E. Repetti, Dictionary of Tuscan Geography History Phisycs, Florence 1833-1845).

It was therefore necessary to overcome difficult and uneven terrain, to keep the road within certain limits of gradients, to build “strong and magnificent” bridges, adding “milestones, and comfortable roadside hotels and shelters for the horses.” The art works on the bridge over the Sestaione torrents were particularly notable, with two elliptical spans resting on a central pillar, or the bridge on the torrent Lima, with only one arch, but also the numerous fountains, which were to help the men and animals on their way.

The works, started in 1766, continued for more than ten years and the main obstacles to overcome were found in the last stretch that after the stream Lima leads to the pass, and for which it was necessary to create many hairpin bends. The new road, also named Giardini-Ximenes, after the two engineers from Tuscany and Modena, resulted in the birth of the town of Abetone, near the forest of Boscolungo (literally Longwood).
The Pyramids

To underline the importance of this new development, in 1778, two stone pyramids were erected facing each other and marking the climax of the road. Full of symbolic references and cross-references to the culture and architectural treatises of the late 1700s, the pyramids represent the completion of the entire border (boundary stones and defenses); monumental and emblematic finishing point of a complex infrastructure.

The differing mentalities of the two commissioners of the road are mirrored in the Latin inscriptions on each pyramid.

The Tuscan pyramid (written by Leonardo Ximenes) celebrates the Grand Duke Pietro Leopoldo, particularly the restoration of freedom and commerce, whilst the other pyramid from Modena (written by Girolamo Tiraboschi) speaks of a military road leading from Mantua to the Tuscan border. In fact the new road between Modena and Pistoia, was certainly tied to the strategic interests of the Hapsburgs represented, especially in the following century, a determining factor in the economic conditions of the Mountain of Pistoia.

The old mountain pass

Before the construction of the road the passage from Tuscany to Modena and to the so-called “Lombardia” was very difficult during winter.

The main routes were all along the left banks of the stream Lima, where major settlements of the high mountain terrain could be found: from Lizzano to Cutigliano, from Melo to Rivoretta, to name but a few.

The most traveled passes were those which went from Rivoreta to the border called Serrabassa and the one to the East of the “Croce dell’Alpe” from Lizzano to Cutigliano, which went up to the pass now known as Croce Arcana and reached Fanano Modenese. 

Border control

A few years after the construction of the new road the government of the Lorena family started the huge operation of reorganizing the Tuscan border control system, which had started a few decades before and tended to promote commerce and favour the development of the area, on the basis of the liberal principles which inspired Pietro Leopoldo’s political reform.

The subject of the tolls, to quote Antonio Serristori, one of the main collaborators of the Grand Duke, was not meant just as “tax but mostly a gauge to regulate the cash flow of a well-governed state”.

The tendency was to move the borders to the limits, in places most suited to watch over land, creating new borders and abolishing those with the Grand Dukedom, reserving those of Florence, Siena, Pisa, Pistoia and Leghorn”, as mentioned by Pietro Leopoldo himself. Once the road of Ximenes had become the main one on the Mountain of Pistoia, the existing border control building was extended with an inn on one side, horse stables, a vicarage, a church and graveyard on the other. The building, with sturdy walls, was on floors with cellars, a wide porch and even a hen house for the border officer, who had his own private quarters on the first floor, consisting of 6 rooms. On the second floor, built in 1788, served as “lofts with slab flooring, suitable for different uses”.

The boundary stones

The need for tighter control of the territory linked to the political reform and the modernizing enterprise of the Tuscan government in the second half of the 18th century brought, amongst other things, to the general recognition of all the borders of the land of the Grand Duke, which lasted until the 80s. The “termination” obviously also regarded the borders of the Mountains of Pistoia with the State if the Este family of Modena and the papal legation of Bologna. The entire boundary was first put down on paper, with a large production of maps and plans checked by the engineers of both the states, then marked out on the land, by means of numbered cylinders placed close to one another, which could be traced on the paper maps.  Made of stone and firmly placed in the ground, they have been for the most part conserved well, particularly in the stretches most sheltered and not exposed to erosive elements of the weather. Many of these can still be seen in their original place and can be followed easily, in particular those along the ridge track “CAI” number 00.

	Abetone and the Road Ximenes
Route 1: From the “Pyramids” to Mount Maiori 

Route 2: Towards the Libro Aperto
Route 3: Bicycle circuit of Abetone

Turn over the map to see the outlay of these routes


How to get to Abetone by car:

From Pistoia: Regional Road SR no. 66 and Road SS no.12 “of Abetone and  Brennero“.
From Lucca and from Modena : Road SS no. 12 “of Abetone and  Brennero“.


Route 1

From the  “Pyramids” to Mount Maiori 

	Slope


	 75 m


	Equipment


	Water bottle, camera, trekking shoes



	Length of return trip


	4 Km


	Duration of route 


	1 Hour 10 Minutes



	Difficulty


	Easy


	Type of path


	Dirt track




Signs: white red CAI no. 00  (first stretch until the fountain)
Up till a few centuries ago there was a dense wood of fir and beech trees, which covered the mountainsides of Abetone, so much so that the area was called “Boscolungo”, the long wood. Towards the end of the 1700s after the construction of the road of Ximenes, a small settlement was created including an inn, a post office, border control and a few houses. Today Abetone (whose name seems to be derived from a large fallen fir near the mountain pass) is a famous tourist centre particularly well known for its winter sports activities and is considered one of the most important skiing locations in the Apennines of Tuscany and Emilia Romagna.
In the pass of Abetone the two pyramids can be easliy seen which were built on the Tuscan – Modena border in 1777 in memory of the road of Ximenes and the road of Giardini, works of art created by the Grand Duke of Tuscany Leopold I and the Duke of Modena Francesco III. On each pyramid you can see the coats of arms and the Latin inscriptions dedicated to the sovereignties. From the pyramids we leave the road SS no. 12 of Abetone and Brennero and we take the road to the right which climbs slightly in the direction of Uccelliera, after about 50 meters, we head off to the right again entering the forest of Boscolungo.

We advise you to park your car in the open area at the bottom of the road.

After the barrier of the Forest Rangers Corps the route follows apparently flat ground of the rough track (loose stones) that crosses the forest of conifers in Abetone reaching, after about two kilometers, a stone fountain – the destination of our journey. 

Along the walk, in the northeast, it is possible to see the summit of Libro Aperto and part of the Apennines of Pistoia. To head back, from the fountain, you take the path to the left which climbs slightly to the left reaching the crest (path CAI no. 0-0)- The track runs completely along the ridge parallel to the forest track visible below in the direction of Tuscany. A short distance along the route you can find the cylindrical stone markers which define the boundary between the lands of the Grand Duke of Tuscany and the Dukedom of Modena. On these you can see the date of 1792 engraved showing their age and their progressive numbering and the direction of the border. A short but steep stretch takes you back the dirt track.
“Boscolungo”. This forest extends for about 2700 hectares and is made up of mainly ancient firs. The white fir (Abies alba) reaches heights of about 40 meters; it has a straight trunk with a smooth white-grey bark; cone shaped foliage. The needles are dark green in the upper part and in the lower part bluish white; the pinecones reach 10-15 centimeters in length. In the forest there are also beech trees (Fagus silvatica L.), variety which reaches up to 30 meters in height with a rounded trunk, plentiful climbing foliage, smooth clear grey bark; branched out green leaves which are dark at the tips and lighter at the base. This kind of tree can be found up to 1800 metres altitude in this area.
Bilberry/Whortleberry (Vaccinium mitillus L.): A bush, which grows to a height of 30 centimeters, brown green in colour. It has bluish black fruit the size of a pea. It grows in coniferous and broad leaved forests, in the fields and glades. The fruit is harvested in the summer using a special rake and is eaten fresh and used to make jams and syrups.
	Route 1

From the “Pyramids” to Mount Maiori 

A circular 8km route that is easy to follow, half along a rough track and the other half along a forest path. Halfway you can find a fountain and a designated rest area. The route, on the rough track, has a gradient of 2.5% and is suitable even for families with children and people using wheelchairs (with an obligatory escort). There beautiful panoramas on the “Libro Aperto” and the side of the mountain looking towards Modena. 



Route 2

Towards the Libro Aperto

	Slope


	560 meters


	Equipment


	Water bottle, camera, trekking shoes



	Length


	10 Km


	Duration


	5 Hours



	Difficulty


	Medium


	Type of path


	Rough forest track



	Recommended period


	Summer


	Starting point


	Abetone (1385 above sea level)



Signs: white red CAI no. 00

From the summit of Mount maiori we drop firstly to the mouth of the river Verginina of Serrabassa and then take a dirt track to link up with the “Casetta di Lapo” (1503 metres). Here, a small shelter is open during the summer.

From the “Casetta di Lapo”, path CAI no. 00 rises quite steeply to the top of “Mount Libro Aperto”, reachable in less than two hours. Along the route you can find the stone cylindrical markers of the border between the lands of the Grand Duke of Tuscany and the Duke of Modena. After overcoming some sandstone layers you reach “Selletta of the Mount Libro Aperto” (1860m). From here you climb again to the peak of “Mount Rotondo” (1937m), one of the two peaks (the other is that of Mount Belvedere, 1896m), which give the characteristic shape of “Mount Libro Aperto” (Open Book). From this position it is possible to admire suggestive panoramas of the side of the Apennines and, when the weather is clear, remarkably even part of the alpine ridge.

On the Modena side of “Mount Libro Aperto”, during summer, it is possible to see the flowering rhododendrons. Originally from the Alps, this plant arrived to the area about 200,000 years ago during the last glaciations. Our journey continues downwards to the “Selletta of Mount Libro Aperto”, then right on a dirt track through the glade, past a spring on the right, then into the “Vallon dei Faggi” along a mule track. This track leads through beech trees and bilberry bushes, back to the “Cassetta di Lapo”. Proceeding towards “Mount Maiori”, it is advisable to take path no. 5 to the right, which leads back to the fountain.

Sandstone: sedimentary rock formed about 40 million years ago following great underwater landslides that brought huge quantities of detrital material and deposited it in deep sea. Along the path climbing to “Mount Libro Aperto” there are great layers of sandstone alternating with thinner layers of clay.

Rhododendron (Rhododendron ferrugineum L.) (Protected species): evergreen shrub with bell-shaped flowers with 5 purple-red petals. It grows in clusters on the rocks and bare soils rich in humus. On the northern side of “Mount Libor Aperto”, flowering occurs during the first summer months. 

Mount Maiori (1562 m): small range between the Abetone mountain pass and the “Foce alle Verginette”. From the peak, easy to reach on path CAI no. 00 near the stone fountain, there is an impressive view of the Apennine ridge towards north and northeast, and of the peaks of the district of Abetone towards south.

	Route 2

Towards Mount Libro Aperto

A more demanding route: a small climb to the peak of Mount Maiori, then downhill to Serrabassa and then another climb to the top of Mount Libro Aperto (1937 m).  It is advisable to replenish water supplies at the fountain on the route. Excellent view of the Apennine ridge and Mount Cimone (easily recognizable by the buildings at the top.




Route 3

Bicycle circuit of Abetone

	Slope 


	 167 m


	Recommended period


	Spring, summer and autumn



	Length of return trip


	9.4 km


	Starting point


	Abetone (1385 m above sea-level)



	Difficulty


	Easy


	Type of path


	Dirt track, mule track, asphalt road.




Signs: white and red 

The circuit is not that difficult and is suitable for all people. From the main square of the town, take the road to the right of the “pyramids” which climbs lightly towards the “Uccelliera”. After 50 metres, veer right into the forest “Boscolungo”. Past the barrier, the route continues on a dirt track and reaches a stone fountain after about 2 km.  Here, go around Mount Maiori to the left along path no. 5. 

The track rises and falls, leading to the Verginina of Serrabassa (1487 m), which is the highest point of this route.

To return to Abetone, follow track CAI no. 80 (G.E.A. – M.P.T.). This slopes down, at times quite steeply, to a wood of beech and fir trees. After about 7900 metres there is a forking: the path to the right joins up with the stone fountain, whilst the path to the left slopes down to Boscolungo – Le Regine. Go down the mule track on the left but be mind the drain holes which line the road. After a short while there is a fountain near the forking towards La Secchia and the paved mule track. Continue along to the right and then take a right at the next forking, climbing towards the graveyard of Abetone. Follow the signs for path CAI no.80 and at the next forking turn left. Turn right onto road SS no.12 and go up this road for just under 1 km until you reach the main square in the town of Abetone (1385 m).

Alpine Marmot (Marmota marmota): It was recently reintroduced in this area and spread on the rocky slopes between 1000 and 2000 m. It is about the size of a rabbit, with thick brown fur and lives in small colonies in deep underground holes, where it hibernates during winter. It is very active in daytime, feeding on grass, shoots and roots. It often sits still to check the territory and warns other animals of danger with a shrill whistle.

White thistle (Carlina acaulis) (protected species): perennial plant with short stalk and ridged thorny leaves. The flowers, which grow in clusters of 12 cm diameter, open and close according to the atmospheric humidity.

	Route 3

Bicycle circuit of Abetone

This circuit is easy on mountain bikes, not very long and offers a variety of landscapes, such as on the circuit of Mount Maiori. There are stretches that are more demanding: towards Mount Libro Aperto, towards La Secchia and Bicchiere, down to Rivoreta and up from Pianosinatico to Abetone. From Boscolungo take path CAI no. 102 which joins up with Sestaione Valley. It is highly advisable to wear a helmet and bring a water bottle.



