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When Ulysses Came to Ponza 

I will pass this way once; any good that I can do or any kindness I can show to any 
human being; let me do it now because I shall not pass this way again. 

Passerò questa strada solo una volta; qualsiasi bene posso fare o qualsiasi gentilezza 
che posso mostrare a qualsiasi essere umano; lasciami fare ora perché non passerò 

di nuovo da questa parte. 

by Emilio Iodice 
July, 1989 was similar to most summer months in Ponza.  It was hot but 
had moments of smooth breezes that caressed the turquoise sea with a 
stillness that made it look like a magic lake gleaming in the sun.  It was on 
this kind of gorgeous morning that I heard loud voices in the street below 
my balcony at Cala d’Inferno. A group of about twenty people were 
assembled pointing and gesturing to the steps leading from Cala d’Inferno 
to the sea. The unusual thing was that they were all speaking English.  I 
was intrigued by the passion with which the guide was describing where 
they were.  I decided to greet them and learn more. 

 
Cala d’Inferno 
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Their leader was no ordinary person.  He was a noted British professor of 
archeology. He was leading a group of professionals interested in history, 
anthropology, mythology, science and philosophy. Most of the delegation 
was in their late or mid-sixties as was their guide.  He explained that he 
had spent a part of his life matching Greek literature and mythology with 
history and archeology.  His view was that there was more fact than fiction 
in the ancient literature which for centuries was transmitted by verbal 
stories similar to our audio books of today.  Homer, in particular, weaved 
the most elaborate and exciting epochs that combined faith, myth, history, 
war, culture, fact and fiction into amazing stories that crossed the centuries 
and ages to reach us today with the same vividness of thousands of years 
ago. 

One story in particular intrigued the archeologist the most.  It was the 
Odyssey of Ulysses.  He spent decades examining every aspect of the story 
and tracing the legendary voyage to prove that such a trip actually 
happened, even if much of it was overlaid with the narrative of mythology, 
fables and fairy tales so that an illiterate public could capture the essential 
messages of this classic tale of heroism, adventure and right against wrong 
and good against evil. 

The archeologist said that Ponza was one of the most amazing places on 
earth for its natural beauty and for its past.  It needed to be researched, 
sheltered and promoted for what it was: a gold mine of information and a 
precious jewel of culture, anthropology and archeology. Each part of 
Ponza had something unique and amazing to reveal.  He believed Cala 
d’Inferno was a truly magnificent example of the marvelous travel and 
educational opportunities of the island.  

He had traced back the story of Ponza by hundreds of millions of years 
when volcanos formed the archipelago up to the age of the Neanderthals; 
cave dwellers and then the Phoenicians; the Greeks, the Romans and into 
modern times.  Ponza always occupied a strategic place in the 
Mediterranean, he explained.  In the ancient world it was reachable by sea 
but far enough to be part of a network of imperial defenses and even exile 
or prison when necessary.   
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It was an essential element of the commercial and military waterways 
leading from the center of Italy to all directions.  Ponza had one special 
quality, among others, that made it important to Phoenician traders, Greek 
explorers and Roman navies: water.  The Greeks, in particular, had located 
sources of fresh water in various parts of the island.  They worked to 
excavate and channel the water so that ships could easily anchor and fill 
their barrels and tanks as they continued on their voyage to Sardinia, Sicily 
or points north and west of Italy and to North Africa.  Cala d’Inferno was 
one of those places. 

 
Greek Tunnel and Stairway at Cala d’Inferno 

The British archeologist claimed that the tunnel and stairway at Cala 
d’Inferno was built by the Greeks.  He noted that he examined it carefully 
and said it was typical of Greek construction at places where there were 
natural water fountains, which was the case with Cala d’Inferno.  In 1989, 



4	
	

the tunnel and staircase were still intact and available and he brought his 
delegation to see firsthand what he claimed.   

He told me that there was ample literature to prove first that Ponza was the 
place that Ulysses stopped and second that it was where he found Circe the 
sorceress. He insisted that the particular place where my house was located 
overlooked the bay where Ulysses came and met Circe the witch.  I 
immediately questioned this and asked how he could come to this 
conclusion without evidence.  He said enough proof existed to support his 
claim. 

According to him, Ponza for the Greeks was the island of EEA.  In the 
Odyssey of Homer, Ulysses (Odysseus for the Greeks), the King of Ithaca, 
goes to battle in a war with Troy as described in The Iliad. Apparently, it 
was the idea of Ulysses to construct the wooden horse and hide the 
soldiers inside and offer the horse as a religious gift to the citizens of Troy.  
As a result, the soldiers entered the city and won the war.  
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The Trojan Horse from the Iliad of Homer, Courtesy Corel Corporation 

After fighting in the Trojan wars for ten years, Ulysses sets out on a 
treacherous journey to return to his native land and his wife and Queen, 
Penelope.  The voyage is filled with perils and his men reach the point of 
mutiny when they come upon a lovely and mysterious island.  Homer 
creates an intricate saga of Ulysses and his men reaching EEA and 
encountering Circe the sorceress.   
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Ulysses and the Sirens, mosaic at the Bardo National Museum in Tunis, Tunisia, 2nd century AD 

In brief, his men decide to disembark on EEA to fill up on water and hunt 
for food.  As they approach the island they hear the voices of the sirens 
who enchant them.   

 

E. Brewer, 1892 Circe and Her Swine 

Ulysses ties himself to the mast of his ship and puts wax in his ears to 
avoid the sweet sounds of the sirens and to avoid being bewitched which 
happens to his crew.  They are turned into pigs by Circe.   
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Wright Barker, Circe, 1889 (British Painter, 1864-1941)  

She lives in a beautiful palace on one of the highest parts of the island.  
Circe and Ulysses live and feast together for a year and she turns his crew 
back into men and they set out on their journey with the blessings of the 
sorceress. 

According to the archeologist, EEA was the island of Circe as noted from 
the major books directly translated from the Greek.  He showed me a 
bibliography of works claiming this fact. Subsequently, I found that one of 
the books in my possession in New York was a first edition of a translation 
of the Odyssey by S.H. Butcher and A. Lang of the University of 
Edinburgh and published by the Macmillan Company in London in 1930. 
Book X, page 159 describes Ulysses voyage to EEA and the encounter 
with Circe. 

The British archeologist claimed that Cala d’Inferno was the logical place 
where Circe had her temple, whether in fact or in legend.  First, he noted 
that the conch shell like staircase dug by the Greeks, so they could have 
access to water, produced the sound of the sirens as wind whirled through 
the walls of the flight of steps.  Second, he discovered that for centuries 
pigs were raised in the area directly above Cala d’Inferno.  Third, there 
was a tunnel built from above where the temple was that supplied air 
pressure for the fountain. This was a major project and Circe would have 
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been given the responsivity to protect the reservoir.  Fourth, the location 
was on one of the slimmest parts of the island that straddled both sides of 
Ponza. It was over 100 meters above sea level and you could observe the 
sun set and rise which made it an ideal location for a temple.  He insisted 
this was the case and that Cala d’Inferno needed to be protected and 
promoted as the location of when Ulysses came to Ponza. 

Over the years, tours visited Cala d’Inferno organized by National 
Geographic and other groups.  They said some of the same things claimed 
by the British archeologist. 

Unfortunately, our story happened nearly 3 decades ago. I imagine that 
none of the protagonists of this story any longer exist to go back and 
deepen the research regarding Ulysses and Cala d’Inferno.    

To my knowledge, the archeologist never recorded his findings in any 
scholarly works and the only tangible reference is that sited in this essay. 

Even so, it is clear that Ponza has much still to tell us and that places like 
Cala d’Inferno have deeper and boarder stories to recount.  It is up to us to 
probe and discover them and when we do to assure that these jewels are 
safeguarded and secured while also making them available to a new 
generation that is in need of knowing the history and magic of the Pearl of 
the Mediterranean which is Ponza. 

 




