
Two Weeks in Milan, Italy

In 1972, my wife Joanne and I were in Europe. I had just climbed Mont Blanc while she visited 
Norway, the country of her ancestors. As we had agreed, I met her at the train station in Milan, Italy. 
We then began the long drive to drive back to Turkey. Before we had left the downtown area, Joanne 
felt ill, and I could tell she needed immediate medical attention. We knew absolutely nobody in Milan, 
so we asked people we met on the street where we could go. A lady who spoke English directed us to a 
place called the “Ospedale Maggiore di Milano.” We followed her directions and arrived at a large 
hospital on a very large campus. At the entry place we attempted to check in. No one understood 
English and of course we spoke no Italian. It was obvious that Joanne was in considerable distress with 
a breathing problem. Finally, she was  admitted and assigned a room. I followed her to a room that was 
shared with an elderly lady and sat down in a chair. Soon a doctor came to the room and began to ask 
questions in Italian. Realizing she did not understand,  he used his hands to gesture. It was very 
frustrating for us, but we were very fortunate to get immediate medical attention, even though we were 
obviously not Italian citizens. 

During the first night, I continued to sit there in the chair, sleeping as best I could. Surprisingly, I was 
not asked to leave. I think they were sympathetic to my situation and decided to let me stay. During the 
night, the elderly lady in the room repeatedly muttered the words “Mia Mama” in a barely audible 
voice, and it was obvious she was hurting. I later found out that she had terminal cancer.

The next morning, a doctor with the title “professore” came to the room to examine Joanne. He spoke 
perfect English and was able to communicate with her about symptoms. Suspecting that she had 
pneumonia, he ordered various tests including an x-ray. Soon the diagnosis was confirmed and 
treatment began. He said that she would have to remain in the hospital for several weeks, so I went 
back to the car to check things out and found a good place to park  near the hospital.

I then begin a routine of sleeping in the Volkswagen and cooking items that I bought at a local grocery 
store on my small Primus stove -- not exactly great living conditions! It was close to the hospital, 
however. The Ospedale Maggiore was open for visitors every day at 6 o’clock in the afternoon,  I 
wanted to visit in the morning as well. To try that out, I brazenly just went to the entrance where there 
was a guard and said something in French. He thought I was a French doctor coming to collaborate and
waved me in. From that point on, I continued to use this rather daring approach. The guard learned to 
anticipate me, would smile and let me right through. He addressed me by the name, “Francese.” 

At the end of the first week, I began to tire of sleeping in such a cramped space, so I found a small 
room for rent near the hospital. I also took some time to enjoy the city.  One day, I passed a bicycle 
shop, which had an interesting display in the window. I went in and was surprised to find a salesman 
that spoke perfect English. Since I was interested in bicycles, I asked him for prices on various bicycle 
configurations. I was surprised to find that when I converted the price in Italian Liras to dollars, the 
cost for a really good bicycle was very reasonable. and I decided to  buy one. I told the salesman 
exactly what configuration I wanted, and he promised to have it ready the next day. When I arrived, I 
was delighted to see a beautiful red bike with the name “Rossignoli” written on the frame. I paid in 
dollars and was now the proud owner of a new Rossignoli bicycle! The salesman agreed to keep a 
shipping box for me to use when I was ready to leave Milan. I still have this bicycle today some 53 
years later (pictured below).

I continued to visit Joanne every afternoon. Each morning, I would take the bike and tour around 
Milan, seeing some of the interesting sites. I remember a cathedral and visiting an interesting cemetery 



which had a Jewish section. It appeared that many of the graves were for people who died during World
War II. Since some of the names were for young women, who obviously did not serve in the army and 
die while fighting, I could only imagine what happened to them.

At the end of two weeks, Joanne had improved greatly. The doctors did not want her travel all the way 
to Turkey in the Volkswagen, but we really had no choice. We had deadlines to make, including the 
flight back to the US from Ankara, and so we decided to hit the road. I would be doing most of the 
driving, and we would stop and rest frequently. She was discharged one morning, and we departed 
Milan in the Volkswagen with my bicycle in a box tied to the top of the car. As it turned out, the trip 
was uneventful, and we arrived back in Ankara Turkey. This incredible episode is one that I still vividly
remember as though it happened yesterday!

Notes: I later learned:
1. The Ospedale Maggiore di Milano has a history going back to the year 1456 when the Duke of 
Milan, Francesco I Sforza founded the Magna Domus Hospitalis.
2. The Rossignoli Bicycle shop still exists with website “rossignoli.it!”


