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Travel reports 
Reports by Italians about their experiences and impressions during journeys through the Rhine Valley or regions 
east of it are very few preserved from the Middle Ages1. Very detailed in political and social matters are the 
descriptions of the legations to the court of King Ruprecht of the Palatinate, which can be found in the chronicle 
of Buonacorso Pitti2. Several writings by Enea Silvio Piccolomini, later Pope Pius II, with descriptions of 
German conditions have been preserved, with the focus on the long stay at the Council in Basel3. Finally, the 
description of Germany by the papal collector Marinus de Fregeno should be mentioned4. The accidental 
discovery of five letters from a Florentine who spent two months in 1423 between Mainz and the Lake 
Constance region 

 

1 I am very grateful to Lorenz Böninger, who supported me very actively with intensive research in the archives of Florence during 
the work on this essay. - For Italian travel reports from Germany see: Christian HALM, Europäische Reiseberichte des späten 
Mittelalters. An analytical bibliography I. Deutsche Reiseberichte (Kieler Werkstücke, Reihe D, Vol. 5), Frankfurt a. M. 1994; 
Klaus HEITMANN, Das italienische Deutschlandbild in seiner Geschichte. Das lange neunzehnte Jahrhundert (1800-1915) (Studia 
Romanica, vol. 114, 143,170,200), Heidelberg 2003-2016; Hans-Joachim LEPSZY, Die Reiseberichte des Mittelalters und der 
Reformationszeit, Hamburg 1952; Klaus VOIGT, Italienische Berichte aus dem spätmittelalterlichen Deutschland. From Francesco 
Petrarca to Andrea de' Franceschi (1333-1492) (Kieler historische Studien, vol. 17), Stuttgart 1973, ed. 

2 PITTI GOOD RELIEF, Chronicle of Pitti Good Relief. With annotations (Collection of unpublished or rare works of the first three 
centuries of Italian language, Bd. 54), Bologna 1905. 



3 On the travels of Enea Silvio Piccolomini in Germany cf: Berthe WIDMER, Enea Silvio's praise of the city of Basel and its models, 
in: Basler Zeitschrift für Geschichte und Altertumskunde 58/59 (1959) pp. 111-138; Franz FUCHS, Enea Silvio Piccolomini nördlich 
der Alpen (Pirckhei- mer-Jahrbuch für Renaissance- und Humanismusforschung, vol. 22), Wiesbaden 2008. 

4 Klaus VOIGT, The Collector Marinus de Fregeno and his "Descriptio provinciarum Alamano- rum", in: Sources and Research from 
Italian Archives and Libraries 48 (1968) pp. 148-206. 
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is therefore a great stroke of luck. They are preserved in a codex in the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale 
of Florence, originally from the private archives of the Lanfredini family5 and containing mainly letters 
to Orsino Lan- fredini from the first half of the 15th century. Although there are no detailed descriptions 
of the country and its people in these texts, the letters do show impressively how a stranger tried to find 
his way in the unknown German environment. 

The reason for the journey to the Rhine was the search for wagons carrying large loads of goods 
from Flanders to Florence. The accounts of this traveller about his search efforts and letters between 
the merchants awaiting the goods are unique accounts of the daily life of goods transport between 
Flanders and Italy in the late Middle Ages. 

The mission 

The occasion for this trip was an internal Italian affair. Shortly before his death in January 1422, the 
Signore of Forli, Giorgio Ordelaffi, appointed the Duke of Milan, Filippo Maria Visconti, as guardian 
of his minor successor6 . When the boy's uncle attempted to seize control of the city, this gave the Duke 
an excuse to intervene and take possession of the city by force of arms. The Republic of Florence feared 
that this was only a first step in a new attempt by the Milanese to bring the whole of Romagna under 
his power. Tensions grew increasingly acute and diplomatic efforts were made to seek support from 
other Italian powers7 . On 20 March 1423, a ten-member body (Dieci di Balid) was appointed, with 
full decision-making powers, to prepare for the expected military conflict with Filippo Maria's troops. 

In this tense situation, three very wealthy Florentine merchants turned to the Mercanzia, the 
economic court of Florence, with a claim. Francesco di Francesco della Luna, Riccardo di Niccolö 
Fagni and Giovanni di Orsino da Cignano8 were expecting large deliveries of cloth from Bruges, which 
were to be transported through the Rhine Valley across the Alps. Would be 

 
 

5 Cf. Giuseppe MAZZATINTI, Inventories of manuscripts of the libraries of Italy, Bd. XI, Forli 1901, S. 122-125. 
6 Schilderung der Vorgänge um Forli bei: Gigliola SOLDI RONDININI, Filippo Maria Visconti, Duke of Milan, in: 

Biographical Dictionary of Italians, Rome 1960; Antonio LANZA, Florence v. Milan. Gli intellettuali fiorentini nelle 
guerre con i Visconti (1390-1440) (Medioevo e Rinas- cimento, Bd. 2), Anzio 1991; Elena PLEBANI, I Tornabuoni: una 
famiglia fiorentina alla fine del Medioevo, Milano 2002, S. 117-119. 

7 A detailed account of Florence's diplomatic efforts in this conflict by Rinaldo degli Albizzi, Commissions of Rinaldo 
degli Albizzi for the City of Florence, hg. von Cesare Guasti (Documenti di storia italiana), Florence 1867-1873, S. 
384-590. 
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had they been driven through Milanese territory during this tense situation, it should have been feared 
that they would have been stopped there and confiscated as reprisal. This would have caused damage 
to both the goods dealers and the transport insurers9. It was hopeless to try to acquire a salvo product 
for the goods as a sole trader at the Milanese court. Only Mercanzia, who could speak on behalf of all 
the Florentine merchants, was able to find a way to avert the threat to their goods. 

The Uffiziali of the Mercanzia decided on 8 June 142310 to set up a commission composed of 
members from three of the richest and most prestigious merchant families: Simone di Filippo degli 
Strozzi, Neri di Gino Capponi and Orsino di Lanfredino Lanfredini11 were to send someone to Milan 
and Lombardy. This envoy had an escort there. 

 

8 I would like to thank Francesco Bettarini (Florence) for helpful advice in identifying these merchants. Della Luna cf. 
Manuel Cardoso Mendes ATANÄZIO, Francesco della Luna and Filippo Brunelleschi, o. O. 1980. - Fagni wurde um 
1393 geboren und war 1429 einer der Prioren der Stadt Florenz: Patrick J. GEARY, Readings in medieval history, 
Toronto 42010, S. 798. Weitere Belege für seine Position in der florentinischen Führungsschicht: Filippo di Cino 
RINUCCINI, Ricordi storici di Filippo di Cino Rinuccini dal 1282 al 1460 colla continua- tion di Alamanno e Neri, suoi 
figli, fino al 1506, hg. von G. AIAZZI, Firenze 1840, S. LXVII; Archivio di Stato Firenze Manoscritti 542. Matrikel der 
Arte del Cambio (Kopie des 18. Jahrhunderts, das Original der Matrikel hat sich nicht erhalten); Claudia TRIPODI, 
Mercanti scrittori, mercanti viaggiatori tra città e famiglia: Firenze e le famiglie Vespucci, da Empoli, Corsali, da 
Verrazzano, in: Vespucci, Florence and the Americas, hg. von Giuliano PINTO / Leonardo ROMBAI / Claudia TRIPODI, 
Florence 2014, S. 123-140, hier S. 136. - Zu da Cignano gibt es keine umfassenden Studien, aber viele Einzelbelege 
wie beispielsweise: Paul D. MCLEAN, Patronage, citi- zenship, and the stalled emergence of the modern state in 
Renaissance Florence, in: Comparative Studies in Society and History 47 (2005) S. 638-664, hier S. 645. 

9 The Mercanzia resolution also refers to insurance contracts, which were already common practice for the transport of 
goods in the 15th century. An overview is given: Ennio de SIMONE, Breve storia delle assicurazioni. (Economia. 
Strumenti, vol. 67), Milano 2011. 1349 is an example of an insurance policy for transport through German territory. At 
that time, during a stay on Lake Lucerne, a factor of the Florentine Alberti Society concluded an insurance transaction 
with a Perotto da Montbeliard that wanted to transport bales of linen (nove balle di lana) over the Gotthard to Milan. 
The Florentine secured this transport with a letter of exchange for f. 295, which was resolved against f. 307 after a 
good result with the correspondent of the Alberti in Milan. So the Florentines made a profit on this transaction of f. 12 
Due libri mastri degli Alberti. Una grande compagnia di Calimala, 1348-1358, ed. by Richard A. GOLDTHWAITE / 
Enzo SETTESOLDI / Marco SPALLANZANI, Firenze 1995, vol. 1, p. CI, 123. As this part of the Mercanzia resolution is 
of no relevance for the following journey across the Alps, it can be neglected here. 

10 The minutes of this decision: State Archives of Florence (hereinafter ASF), Mercanzia, 263 (Deliberations, 1 July 
1421 - 30 December 1423). 

11 Strozzi: Richard A. GOLDTHWAITE, Private Wealth in Renaissance, Florence 2015, S. 41-51; Capponi: Archivio di 
Stato Firenze (wie Anm. 8); Lanfredini: Richard A. GOLDTHWAITE, The Economy of Renaissance, Florence 2009, S. 
438. 
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to obtain letters so that the transport would reach Florence safely (quod dicte lane ad salvamentum 
conducantur Florentie). They were to take all the necessary measures and decisions to this end. It was 
probably expected that they would be able to count on the support of the most important Milanese 
merchants with whom they had very close business relations. The costs of this enterprise would then 
be shared proportionally among the owners of the goods thus secured. In this way it was ensured that 
no disputes could arise about the payment of the costs incurred. 

No records of the deliberations of these three commessari have been preserved. That they acted very 
quickly is shown by a letter written only six days after their installation in Ferrara. It was written by 
Giovanni di ser Tommaso Masi, who had travelled to the court of the Marchese Niccolö III d'Este12 
on their behalf and reported to them on the progress of his mission. The writer was at that time about 
28 years old13 and came from a highly respected Florentine family. His brothers Alberto, Francesco 
and Guido were notaries; however, nothing can be learned about Giovanni himself from the years 
before his journey to the Rhine. In the Republic's records of the holders of important offices, he appears 
from 1429 onwards as a member of the Medici e Speziali guild, which was one of the Arti Maggiori. 
There are no indications of any activity in international trade or even knowledge of the German 
language and conditions. However, since his original mission was mainly to go to northern Italy on a 
diplomatic mission, such experience was not among the required qualifications which, in the opinion 
of the Tripartite Commission, made him a suitable man for this mission. More important were probably 
his close relations with the Strozzi and Lanfredini, with whom he did financial business14 . The close 
collaboration of his family with the large merchant families is also evident in the notarial acts of his 
brothers15 . Further evidence of the family's standing in Florentine society is the fact that Giovanni's 
brother Antonio was sent to Venice in 1434 as an envoy of the Medici party to ask Cosimo de' Medici, 
who was in exile there, to return to his home city16 . 

 
 

12  Biografy of Marchese Niccolò III. d'Este: Antonio MENNITI IPPOLITO, Este, Niccolò d', in: Dizionario Biografico 
Italiano, Rome 1960. 

13 ASF, Catasto, No. 75, cc. 702r-703r. 
14 Libri mastri di Lorenzo di messer Palla Strozzi e Orsino di Lanfredino Lanfredini & co. di Firenze: ASF, Carte 

Strozziane III, Nr. 288 (1 April 1420 - 1 April 1423), cc. 85, 229, 251; Nr. 289 (1 April 1423 - 10 March 1429), c. 53. 
I thank Sergio Tognetti (Florence) for this information. 

15 The Masi are found in large numbers as notaries of the Strozzi and Medici. Cf. Sergio TOGNETTI, The business of 
Messer Palla Strozzi (and his father Nofri). Entrepreneurship and patronage in early Renaissance Florence, in: Annals 
of History of Florence 4 (2009) S. 7-88. 
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Giovanni Masi's mission has not been handed down in the sources, but his letters allow us to 

reconstruct the most important points of his life. He was to go to Ferrara and Milan and ask for a letter 
of safe conduct for the caravans of goods of the Florentine merchants. If he did not succeed, he was to 
ride over the Alps and make sure that the caravans did not take the goods over an Alpine pass that led 
into Milanese territory. 

The failure of the mission in Milan and the decision 
to travel to Germany 

At the first station of his mission, in Ferrara, Giovanni Masi very quickly reached what he had been 
charged with. The Florentine merchant Alberto Bonacorsi, who maintained close business relations 
with the court and the Strozzi, served as his liaison with the Marchese Niccolò III d'Este. Masi was 
already able to report to the Tripartite Commission on 14 June 1423 that the Marchese Niccolö III 
d'Este had granted him the full escort requested and even issued it for two years instead of the six 
months requested16 17. He had already sent this official document to Florence via Bonacorsi. The latter 
had also promised him a letter of recommendation from the marchese to the Duke of Milan, but this 
took a little longer and was then sent after him. 

But in Milan the matter did not run as smoothly and smoothly as in Ferrara, as Giovanni reports in 
a letter dated 23 June. Disappointed, he had to announce that the promised letter of recommendation 
from Ferrara had not arrived. However, his arrival here had probably already been announced in letters, 
so that he was able to meet with the very successful merchants Mariano de' Vitali18 , Giovanni 
Maravigli19 and Sigerio de' Gallerani20 , who came from Siena and had been settled in Milan for many 
years. All of them were in active business relations with the Strozzi and Lanfredini and 

 
 

16 In historiography, this Antonio Masi is also known for an entry in his Ricordi from 1445-1459, in which he recorded 
the death of his wife: Avea la Checha quando mori anni 57 e mesi 7 e ferni figliuoli 36 de' quali ne die a baia XXVIII 
e quando mori ne rimase di lei nove maschi. Quoted from : Christiane KLAPISCH-ZUBER, Les vies de femmes des 
"livres de famille" florentins, in: Melanges de l'Ecole frangaise de Rome. Italie et Mediterranee 113 (2001) pp. 107-
121, here p. 115. 

17 Business of Alberto Bonacorsi cf. Cesare GUASTI, Lettere di una gentildonna fiorentina del secolo XV ai figliuoli esuli, 
Firenze 1877, S. 43. At the court of Ferrara there was also a Privy Councillor Alberto Bonacossi, who is certainly not 
meant here: Filippo CONTI, Illustrations of the most important and noble families of Ferrara, both extinct and living 
until 1800, Ferrara 1852, S. 209; Giulio BERTONI, Guarino da Verona: fra letterati e cortigiani a Ferrara (1429-1460), 
Florence 1921, S. 29. 

18 Mariano de' Vitali was a banker from Siena who was based in Milan and was one of the most important international 
merchants of his time. His name comes in a great many economic-historical studies. Here are just two examples: Society 
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opened up access to influential personalities at the Milan court. First they visited Dante Castiglione, 
who as questore of the Magistrato Supe- riore held an important position in the ducal financial 
administration21 . He had not been able to leave the house himself for months due to illness, but he 
defended the concerns of the Florentine merchants with the ducal secretary Giovanni Franceso 
Gallina22 , who presented the request of the Mercanzia for a salvo at a council meeting. Everything 
seemed to go according to plan, until the critical voice of an unnamed councillor was raised. Of all 
people, he was then charged with the task of presenting the matter to the Duke for a decision. It was no 
great surprise when Filippo Maria declared on 21 June that he would not under any circumstances issue 
a letter of safe conduct to the Florentines. It was only necessary if the goods were in danger. But there 
was no disagreement between him and the Florentines, and they could travel through his territory 
without any restrictions. Obviously he feared that issuing a letter of consignment could be seen as an 
admission of an imminent serious confrontation. 

Giovanni therefore decided the very next day to set off for Strasbourg in search of the caravan of 
goods with the Florentine merchandise, so that it would certainly not pass through Milanese territory. 
As he was preparing to leave, he met another Florentine in Tommaso da Verrazzano, who promised 
him that he would be able to receive the letter of safe conduct from the Duke after all23. But even this 
attempt, in whose preparation further influential co- 

 

Italian Numismatics, Rivista italiana di numismatica 1893, S. 217; Gerolamo BISCARO, II banco Filippo Borromei e 
compagni di Londra, 1436-1439, in: Archivio Storico Lombardo 40 (1913b) 37-126,283-386. 

19 Giovanni Maravigli was a Milanese merchant, who is also known in shops as the knife Palla degli Strozzi of Florence. 
Cf.: TOGNETTI (as note 15) p. 48. 

20 Sigerio de' Gallerani was a banker from Siena who had been a citizen of Milan since 1420. Società numismatica 
italiana (wie Anm. 18) S. 217; R. Deputazione di storia patria per la Lombardia/Societä storica lombarda, Archivio 
storico lombardo: Giornale della Societä storica lombarda 1984, S. 19; Philip JACKS / William CAFERRO,The 
Spinelli of Florence. Fortunes of a Renaissance merchant family, University Park, Pa. 2001, S. 50. 

21 Giuseppe GARGANTINI, Chronology of Milan from its foundation to our giomi, Milan 1874, S. 171. 
22 About the great influence of Giovanni Francesco Gallina on Duke Filippo Maria Visconti cf. Maria Nadia COVINI, 

Artikel "Gallina, Giovanni Francesco", in: Dizionario biografico degli italiani, Roma 1960; als Sekretär des Herzogs 
von Mailand bei Federica CENGARLE / Maria Nadia COVINI, II ducato di Filippo Maria Visconti, 1412-1447. 
Economy, politics, culture, Florence 2016, S. 217. 

23 The da Verrazzano family had moved from Chianti to Florence in the 13th century. In the 15th century several 
members of the family were in the service of the Duke of Milan. Tommaso was a condottiere, but refused to follow 
the Duke when he was appointed 
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The involvement of the other members of the Council (meser Antonio Bosso24 , il Cardinale25 and 
meser Gaspare Visconti26 ) led to a negative decision on the same grounds. It became clear to 
Giovanni that he would certainly not achieve his mission objective in Milan when he learned from 
a confidante of the Duke that the Duke would in any case not adhere to the letter of convoy if there 
was a war with Florence. So he certainly did not have to break his word. 

Stations and travel kilometres 

In Milan, Giovanni Masi learned from Mariano de' Vitali that a carter arriving from Bruges had reported 
that the caravan of Florentines had still been at the starting point on 15 May. So the chances of meeting 
them on the Rhine route seemed not bad. So Giovanni set out on the journey over the Alps, which he 
certainly did not suspect would take him over almost 2000 km through German towns and villages over 
the next two months. Obviously he was travelling alone the whole time, not even accompanied by a 
servant27. At the end of his journey, he himself will state that he had travelled back and forth a great 
deal (io sono molto andato in qua e in là). 

 

war with Florence came. Filippo Maria had him put in prison for that. Cf.: Carlo Baldini, La famiglia da Verrazzano 
(Quaderni del Comune di Greve in Chianti, Bd. 4,1), Florence 1992. 

24 A council from the Duke of Milan. Cf: Bernardino CORIO, Storia di Milano, Milan 1856, p.594. 
25 In 1423 Branda da Castiglione was the only cardinal of Milan. However, in May he is documented in Boppard and 

Mainz and in August he stayed in Buda. It must therefore remain open who is meant by this Cardinale. See: Diether 
GIRGENSOHN, Castiglione, Branda da, in: Dizionario biografico degli italiani, Roma 1960. 

26 Gasparre Visconti was a blood relative of the duke, who had a great influence on the politics of the duchy, especially as 
a diplomat. Cf.: CENGARLE/COVINI (as note 22). 

27 Giovanni's journey was not the first of a Florentine in search of goods on the way from Flanders to Italy. A transport of 
goods of the Alberti of Mecheln in Flanders over the Gotthard (// chamino della Magna), investigated by Marco 
Spallanzani, was recorded by a count on the way between Basel and Lucerne (nella Magna) in April 1349. The carter 
in charge, Stefano da Vinciona, immediately sent a messenger with the bad news to his clients. Among these were 
Venetians, Alberti and Bardi from Florence: per farci sapere dell'arestamento. When an intervention by the Venetians 
did not succeed, the Alberti decided to take care of the matter themselves (per riavere quatro nostri torselli di panni). 
As they had no branch in Germany from which they could have sent a procurator to Central Switzerland, their factor 
Ticcio di Bonaccorso Bonaccorsi was ordered to go there, although he had previously only worked in Southern Italy. 
In August, he climbed over the Alps from Milan and in Lucerne he actually achieved the release of the Alberti cloth. 
Due libri mastri degli Alberti (as note 9) vol. 1, p. CI, 123. About the background of this confiscation see: Roberto 
CESSI, Le relazioni commerciali tra Venezia e le Fiandre nel secolo XIV, in: Nuovo archivio veneto 27 (1914) p. 5-116, 
here p. 73-92. 
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The Tripartite Commission had ordered him to travel to Basel or Strasbourg (chavalchare verso 

Trasborgo o a Basola dove mi chomettesti) if he could not obtain a letter of escort from the Duke in 
Milan. The fact that on the way from Milan he also reached Vevey on Lake Geneva (Vinegia in su lago 
di Gi- nevra) suggests that he had chosen either the route via Simpion or - more likely - through the 
Aosta Valley and via the Great St. Bernard. The route over the Gotthard Pass would certainly have 
been shorter and, according to Francois Bergier, would have been the liaison priviligiiee entre l'Italie 
et /'Occident1*, but at least this does not seem to apply to the Florentines29. This pass only played a 
minor role for them, because news about transports of Florentine trade goods, where the Gotthard is 
mentioned, are comparatively rare30. However, the middle Alpine passes do not seem to have been 
very popular with individual merchants either. From Buonaccorso Pitti's detailed reports on his various 
travels to France and Germany in the first years of the 15th century, we learn that he never used a pass 
of the Middle Alps. Mostly he avoided the Gotthard to the west, crossed the Simpion, the Great St. 
Bernard or took the route through Provence and the Rhone valley31. 

 

28 Jean-François BERGIER, LE trafic à travers les alpes et les liaisons transalpines du haut Moyen Age au XVIIle siècle, in: 
Economia e transiti, ed. By Bergier, (Le alpi e l'Europa, Bd. 3), Bari 1975, pp. 1-72, see p. 29. 

29 Fritz GLAUSER, Der internationale Gotthardtransit im Lichte des Luzerner Zentnerzolls von 1493 bis 1505, in: 
Schweizerische Zeitschrift für Geschichte 18 (1968) pp. 177-245, here p. 243 mentions not a single Florentine in his 
study of customs records covering transports over the Gotthard in the years 1493 to 1505; on this pass road, merchants 
from Upper Germany, Asti, Milan and Como were almost exclusively to be found. 

30 Aloys SCHULTE, Geschichte des mittelalterlichen Handels und Verkehrs zwischen Westdeutschland und Italien mit 
Ausschluss von Venedig, Berlin 1900, p. 458 - Around 1350 the Alberti led several times cloth in convoy together with 
Venetians over this pass. Cf.: Due libri mastri degli Alberti (as note 9) p. LII, 41, 86, 123, 125, 126, 135, 152, 156, 213, 
214, 222 - The next record of a transport of Florentine goods over the Gotthard dates from 1369, when Lando di Antonio 
degli Albizzi in Mecheln commissioned a conducitore to transport cloth from Flanders via Basel and Milan to Florence. 
ASF, Mercanzia, 1160, 1371 novembre 13th - The difficulty of transporting goods by mule certainly played an important 
role. It is more often mentioned that travellers who did not accompany goods climbed the Gotthard. This was the route 
taken by the famous chronicler Benedetto Dei, for example, when he returned from northern Europe to his workplace 
in the Medici branch in Milan, accompanied by Accerito Portinari. SCHULTE (as above) p. 455. Cardinal Capranica also 
chose these roads when he travelled with his young secretary Enea Silvio Piccolomini to the Council in Basel in 1432. 
Berthe WIDMER, Enea Silvio Piccolomini, Pope Pius II (Basler Beiträge zur Geschichtswissenschaft, vol. 88), 
Basel/Stuttgart 1963, p. 145. 

31 PITTI (as Note 2) pp. 57, 100, 106, 117, 209-228. 
32 In January 1313, Iacopo Perivoli of Castelfiorentino, an employee of the Frescobaldi of Bruges, fleeing from English 

justice, arrived in Basel to meet Mancino Benci, who had been sent to meet him from Vienne. Further details about the 
stay in Basel are not known, since these reports are based solely on the 
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Table 1: Itinerary of Giovanni di ser Tommaso Masi in 1423 
stay Place 

Florence 
Distance in 
km 

June 14th - 15th Ferrara 150 
June 19 - 23 Milan 230 
June 29th Vevey 310 
2-3 July Basel 180 
 

Strasbourg 120 
 

Mainz 180 
July 9th Speyer 85 
July 12th Ulm 260 
July 18th Mainz 300 
July 25-31 Ulm 300 
August 8th Lindau 120 
August 10th Kempten 60 
August 22nd May field 120 
 

Constance 105 
 

Florence 700 
 

TOTAL 3225 
 

Giovanni Masi travelled to Strasbourg because the carriages he was looking for were on the camino 
della Magna, on which Florentines had been seen since the 13th century. From Flanders he went 
through the Rhine valley to Speyer. Here there were various possibilities to continue the way. It could 
lead to Basel and through the Swiss midlands to Vevey on Lake Geneva32 and from there via the Great 
St. Bernard or the Simpion to northern Italy33 . The route, which followed the route from Speyer via 
Esslingen, Ulm, Buchhorn (today Friedrichshafen), across Lake Constance (per passare il lago), 
Maienfeld, Chur and the San Ber- 

 

to support the expense accounts of the two merchants. Cf: Armando SAPORI, Studi di storia economica (secoli XIII, 
XIV, XV) (Biblioteca storica Sansoni), Firenze 1955-1967, p. 908 - Another proof of the use of this route from Flanders 
via Basle to the South of France can be found in the accounts for the transport of cloth carried out by the Alberti del 
Giudice from Flanders to Avignon in 1348. Cf: Armando SAPORI, I libri degli Alberti del Giudice (Pubblicazioni della 
Direzione degli "Studi Medievali", Vol. 3), Milano 1952, p. 298; Franz EHRENSPERGER, Basle's position in international 
trade in the late Middle Ages, dissertation, Basle 1972, p. 267. 

33 For the western Alpine passes see Herbert HASSINGER, The Alpine crossings from Mont Cenis to the Simpion in the late 
Middle Ages, in: Economic forces and economic routes. Commemorative publication for Hermann Kellenbenz, ed. by 
Jürgen SCHNEIDER (Beiträge zur Wirtschaftsgeschichte, vol. 4), Stuttgart 1978-1981, pp. 313-372. For the Simplon route 
in the 14th century see: Maria C. DA- VISO, La route du Valais au XlVe siede, in: Schweizerische Zeitschrift für 
Geschichte 1 (1951) pp. 545-561; Chantal FOURNIER, Walliser Passes and international traffic in the middle ages, in: 
Blätter aus der Walliser Geschichte 17 (1981) pp. 453-461. 
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nardino followed (la via di Milano)34 . The mission of Giovanni Masi was to ensure that the Florentine 
goods were not transported on either of these two roads, but rather took the route from Speyer via Ulm 
and the Resia Pass to Trento and Verona (la via di Verona)35 . 

The Search 
But how did you find someone in the 15th century who was travelling somewhere between Flanders 
and Italy, even if it was a train of carriages visible from afar? Coincidence is an important helper, which 
also gave Giovanni Masi his first success. On his arrival in Basel, he met Dionigi d'Alzate from Milan. 
He was not a simple carrier, but a merchant from a commercially very 

 

34 Francesco della Luna and his colleagues would also have been open to the Rhone route (camino di Parigi) or to ship 
cargo. The ship was very often preferred to the wagon from the second half of the 14th century and Giovanni da Uzzano, 
in his pratica di mercatura, shortly before 1440, confirmed the preference of the sea route over the land route for the 
transport of goods, stating: ma e piü mandano per mare, ehe per terra. Giovanni di Antonio DA UZZANO, La practica 
della mercatura, edited by Giovanni Francesco PAGNINI DEL VENTURA (Della decima e di varie altre gravezze imposte 
dal comune di Firenze, della moneta, della mercatura de' fiorentini fino al secolo XVI, vol. 4), Lisbona 1766, here p. 
128 The sea route was much faster than the land route and offered greater security from the disturbing influences of 
wars and criminals. Alfred DOREN, The Florentine woolen cloth industry from the fourteenth to the sixteenth century 
A contribution to the history of modern capitalism (Studien aus der Florentiner Wirtschaftsgeschichte, vol. 1), Stuttgart 
1901-1908, p. 109; SCHULTE (as note 30) p. 185, 203,497 and many other places. - On German merchants who travelled 
these roads together with Florentines, see: Lorenz BÖNINGER, Gli uomini e le donne d'affari tedeschi e la Mercanzia di 
Firenze nei primi decenni del XV secolo, in: Tribunali di mercanti e giustizia mercantile nel tardo Medioevo, ed. by 
Sergio TOGNETTI / Elena MACCIONI (Biblioteca Storica Toscana, vol. 75), Firenze 2016, pp. 157-182, here pp. 166-170 
- There are very few sources that indicate the preferences of the Florentines in their choice of route for the transport of 
goods from Flanders to Florence The society of Iacopo and Bartolomeo degli Alberti (1348-1350) preferred the route 
via Paris to the Gotthard route in a ratio of about 4.5:1. Due libri mastri degli Alberti (as note 9) p. XLIX, LXXIV. This 
preference of the Alberti for the overland route via Paris is quite typical for the Florentines, as the works of many 
economic historians show: The Florentine merchants very rarely went over the Alpine passes; they took the Via Rodania 
far more frequently. Federigo MELIS, Tracce di una storia economica di Firenze e della Toscana in generale dal 1252 al 
1550. Appuniti raccolti alle lezioni del prof. Federigo Melis a cura del dott. Bruno Dini, ed. by Bruno DINI, Firenze 
1974, p. 304. This was also the route mostly taken by the courier service between Florence and Flanders, which has 
been in existence since the 13th century. Cf.: Volker A. SIMON, Der Wechsel als Träger des internationalen 
Zahlungsverkehrs in den Finanzzentren Südwestdeutschland und der Schweiz (Schriften zur südwestdeutschen 
Landeskunde, vol. 12), Stuttgart 1974, p. 23. 

35 Hermann KELLENBENZ, Lindau and the Alpine passes, in: Production, transport and trade in the history of the Alpine 
countries. Commemorative publication for Herbert Hassinger on the occasion of his 65th birthday, edited by Franz 
HÜTER / Georg ZWANOWETZ (Tiroler Wirtschaftsstudien, vol. 33), Innsbruck 1977, pp. 199-219, here pp. 199f., 206. 
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successful family who were active in the trade of goods in Flanders, London and Valencia36. Obviously 
he was on his way to the Valais Alps with a part of the goods he was looking for, because some wagons 
had already left the city at the bend of the Rhine and were already in Freiburg in the Uechtland. He met 
Giovanni Masi's demand to change the route and take the road to Verona with great suspicion. The 
Florentine seems to have needed a great deal of persuasion (gran faticha ml fasse), because only when 
he granted written guarantees to the Milanese and agreed to hand over the goods in Italy to the Milanese 
Giovanni Maravigli, was Dionigi d'Alzate prepared to divert his carriages from Basel and Freiburg in 
the direction of Verona. 

On July 3, Masi left Basel for Strasbourg on the recommendation of d'Alzate, where the carter 
Dionigi del Guercio37 had his residence, who was in charge of most of the transport. But there he met 
only his wife, who had no idea where her husband was and what route he would take. Coincidentally, 
he came across a factor from Dionigi d'Alzate who advised him to continue on to Cologne or to go to 
Mainz, where he would find an inn where all the carters would stay. Once there, the innkeeper told him 
that del Guercio had not yet arrived, but that he was expected to arrive every day from Cologne. 
However, a servant of del Guercio named Arrigo had already travelled through with 180 sacks of wool 
in the direction of Milan. Masi now wanted to follow him, and he asked the innkeeper to give del 
Guercio a letter asking him to wait for him in Mainz. 

But it was not as easy as hoped for, because Masi was like the hare in a race with the hedgehog. 
When he arrived in Speyer, he learned that Arrigo had already been gone for two days. But he would 
meet him in Buchhorn (Friedrichshafen) after a five-day trip. But Masi feared that he would not have 
enough money left for a trip from Speyer to Lake Constance and back to Mainz to see del Guercio. 

Eventually the fear gained the upper hand that he would not catch up with Arrigo if he returned to 
Mainz, and he decided to hire a guide to take him to Ulm. Here he met in the restaurant "Krone"38 

 

 
36 On Dionigi d'Alzate and his relatives as merchants cf: Gerolamo Biscaro, II banco Filippo Borromei e compagni di 

Londra, 1436-1439, in: Archivio Storico Lombardo 40 (1913a) S. 37-126, 283-386, hier S. 5; Patrizia Mainoni, 
Mercanti lombardi tra Barcellona e Valenza nel basso Medioevo, Bologna 1982, S. 69 f.; Patrizia Mainoni, II mercato 
della lana a Milano dal s. XIV al s. XV. First investigations, in: Archivio Storico Lombardo 110 (1984) S. 20-43, hier 
S.35. 

37  It has not been possible to identify this man established in Strasbourg. This family is not known in Milan. 
38 The restaurant "Krone" is the oldest inn in the city of Ulm and still exists today at Kronengasse 4. 
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a Gasparre who was travelling with 51 large and small sacks of wool from a Gualterotto39 The 
recipients of this wool were companies owned by Cosimo de' Medici, Neri di Gino Capponi and Albizo 
di Toso da Fortuna40 Masi was able to convince the carrier to take these goods across the Reschen to 
Ferrara without charging additional transport costs. Thus a second load of Florentine cloth was put on 
the right track. 

Giovanni Masi consulted with Gasparre and the host of the Crown on what his next steps should be. 
The three of them came to the conclusion that it would be most sensible for Giovanni himself to ride 
back to Mainz to meet the waiting del Guercio. The caravan of the Arrigo was to find a messenger, 
who was sent off with a letter. In fact this letter could be delivered to its addressee in Buchhorn 
(Friedrichshafen). Arrigo promised not to leave from there and to wait for instructions from del Guercio 
or Masi. 

On July 18 Giovanni Masi arrived in Mainz, where he met Dionigi del Guercio. But this meeting 
did not end the Florentine's mission, because the conversation between the two took a completely 
different turn than hoped for. The Florentine had already been prepared in Speyer that del Guercio was 
a bit strange (un pocho strano), and indeed he refused to take the route to Verona. He had many friends 
in Milan, and it would be easier for him to buy a Salvo product there. So, against Giovanni's will, he 
set off for the south. He left the leadership of the transport train to one of his factors. Giovanni Masi 
now dealt with this with many arguments. Del Guercio made a mistake, because this journey to Milan 
was only a loss of time. If his Florentine clients wanted del Guercio to take a different route, then he 
had to obey. But the latter only wanted to show that he was better than others. When the factor finally 
proved him right, but thought he had the order to move with the carriages to Buchhorn (Friedrichshafen) 
and thus towards Milan, Masi reacted angrily. He succeeded in at least persuading del Guercio's 
employee not to drive through to Buchhorn with the whole wagonload, but to make a stop in Ulm. 
There he could then decide whether he wanted to continue via Reschen or San Bernardino. 

 
39 This is probably Gualterotto de' Bardi, who was involved in an enterprise in Bruges during these years.  Cf.  Tognetti 

(wie Anm. 15) S. 27; Francesco Guidi Bruscoli, Florentine merchant-bankers between London and Bruges in the 15th 
century, in: Haberdashery and art. Tuscan businessmen in Europe and the late medieval Mediterranean, eds. Lorenzo 
Tanzini / Sergio Tognetti (I libri di Viella, Bd. 132), Rome 2012, S. 11-44, see p. 31. 

40 On the Medici's trading activities: Raymond de Roover, The rise and decline of the Medici bank (1397-1494) (Harvard 
studies in business history, Bd. 21), Cambridge (Mass.) 1963. - Capponi: Capponi, Neri di Gino in the Enciclopedia 
Treccani (03.02.2017) http://www. treccani.it/enciclopedia/neri-di-gino-capponi/ (16.02.2017). - From Fortuna: 
Archive of the Opera di Santa Maria del Fiore in Florence, II, 1.79, c. 89. 
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If the carters demanded more compensation for this route, the gentlemen would be grateful. 

On 30 June, the 14 cars from Mainz arrived in Ulm. At the same time, the other part of the load was 
still in Buchhorn. Both wagon drivers were waiting for the return of their Patron del Guercio from 
Milan. This must have been an extremely unpleasant situation for Giovanni Masi, as he did not know 
what kind of news from Milan was and where it would arrive first. In any case, he wanted to prevent a 
departure in the direction of San Bernardino without a salvo pipe. He decided to stay in Ulm himself 
and to set up an intelligence service through the host of the Crown in Ulm, so that he would be informed 
immediately of any movement at Lake Constance. He was glad that del Guercio had taken over a very 
large transport of goods (condottd) with about 260 bales of wool and some cloths, because a smaller 
one he probably would not have caught up with. 

In the meantime, the commissioners in Florence seem to have become impatient, as they sent a 
Lionardo d'Antonio degli Strozzi to Verona to see where Masi and the goods stayed. On August 5th he 
arrived in Verona, where he immediately contacted the merchant Piero di Nanni from Siena and asked 
him where Masi was (domandai di Giovanni di ser Tomaso dove fussi). The latter assumed that 
Giovanni was in Trento or Merano. But he only knew for certain that he had diverted a train with Medici 
goods there (faceva ritornare indrieto le robe inversso Marano o in quele parte di lä per fugire i tereni 
del ducha di Melano)^. Strozzi's search in Merano and Trento, however, did not lead to any hint to 
Masi, and also a messenger he sent across the Alps returned without knowledge, as he had to report in 
a letter of 13 August41 42. 

In fact Giovanni Masi was in the area between Ulm and Maienfeld during these days. He succeeded 
in getting del Guercio to cross the Reschen with the Ulm goods, although he still hoped for a Salvo 
product from Milan. Therefore, it was to be decided in Trento whether the detour via Verona was 
necessary or a short cut via Brescia would be possible. Masi had to intercept the second goods train in 
the Upper Rhine Valley, but he was confident that he would be able to bring it onto the Via di Verona. 

There are no more documents from Giovanni di ser Tommaso Masi himself on the further course of 
the transport, which was divided into four caravans. However, information can be found in letters 
written in Milan and Verona reporting on the arrival of the goods. Already on August 28, Sigerio de' 
Gallerani from Milan, who probably wrote Masi's letter of August 22, reported 

 
41 Bibioteca nazionale centrale di Firenze (BNCF), Manuscripts II, V, 10, c. 188. This was probably the transport of the 

condottiere Guasparre. 
42 BNCF, Manoscritti II, V, 10, c. 189. 
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had received the commissioners in Florence that Masi was on his way to Trento43 with the smaller 
train. 

On 31 August Dionigi del Guercio arrived in Verona with three wooden wagons at the Florentine 
special Tommaso degli Alberti and Antonio di Matteo di Corrado de'Cardini, on which he had 
transported 220 bales44 . Three days later, the last consignment also arrived there45. Everything 
together was then to be taken by ship to Ferrara. 

Three transports of Florentine commercial goods were thus protected from the Milanese access. But 
Dionigi d'Alzate was missing, as Masi was the first to see him at the beginning of his stay in Basel and 
thought he was already in Italy. He assumed that he was still waiting for him in Constance. Out of 
respect for him, he had to visit him there. Nothing is known about this detour back to Lake Constance, 
the probably rather uncomfortable encounter in Constance and the return to Florence. 

Search process 
The search process north of the Alps had been very difficult. Giovanni Masi had to realize that he had 
little or no knowledge of local conditions. Neither language, villages nor roads were known to him (7 
non esser praticho nel paese). Therefore, he followed a piece of advice in Speyer and took a guide (Fui 
consiglato torre ivi una guida), but he was not satisfied with his work (per difetto del cattivo guidatore). 
He was therefore dependent on obtaining information about the persons sought and their whereabouts, 
which turned out to be very laborious. The main points of contact were the inns where the Italians used 
to stay. Here Masi could leave messages and ask the carters to wait until he arrived. Also helpful was 
the willingness of the innkeepers to provide their knowledge and their network, thus ensuring an inner-
German communication system. The large department stores, which were located in all the cities 
visited, played no role in this mission. 

Organization of correspondence 
Communication with the Tripartite Commission in Florence was a major challenge, and obviously 
Giovanni Masi did not always succeed. On July 31st he received a letter from Florence complaining 
about this, 
 
 
43 BNCF, Manoscritti II, V, 10, c. 193. 
44 BNCF, Manoscritti II, V, 10, c. 199. letter from Verona from Tommaso degli Alberti and Antonio di Matteo di 

Corrado to the three Commissioners dated 1 September 1423. 
45 BNCF, Manoscritti II, V, 10, c. 202. letter from Verona from Tommaso degli Alberti and Antonio di Matteo di 

Corrado to the three Commissioners dated 3 September 1423. 
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They had received only one letter from him in all that time. Only the letter of 2 July from Basel had 
been received. Thanks to the justifiable answer to this accusation, the frequency and organisation of his 
correspondence has been handed down. Within two months he sent eleven letters to Florence. He 
apologized for the rare letter with the fact that he had not found a way to send letters to Italy {Non ö 
possuto scrivere piü spesso per non avere per chi), and to engage messengers at his own expense did 
not seem appropriate to him (e a man- darvifanti propii non mi parea fosse di bisogno). 

One of his letters was to be taken directly to Lorenzo di Palla degli Strozzi in Florence by an Abbot 
of Basel travelling to Rome. All others were first sent to branches of merchants with Milanese 
citizenship in Milan, Venice or Verona. They were then to forward them to the beneficiaries in Florence 
by normal commercial correspondence. 

In the large German trading cities on the route, there were probably already established courier 
services, the municipal messenger services46 , which could have brought letters to Milan as early as 
1423. Courier services were also used twice, but the texts do not clearly describe that they were carried 
out by men from such an institution. Masi gave two letters to the carriers he had sent on their way to 
Verona. He probably considered them to be trustworthy and reliable mail carriers. In three cases, 
however, he took a higher risk, entrusting his reports to people he did not know at all: travellers from 
Asti, pilgrims from England and a Fleming on his way to Rome. However, from the point of view of 
the merchants in Florence, who were probably impatiently waiting for reports on the progress of the 
mission, the choice of the bearer had no influence on the reliability of the delivery of the letters, since 
none of them had arrived by 31 July. 

 
 

46 The  research situation regarding these municipal messenger stations is deplorably thin. Alfred SCHELLING, The 
Commercial Messenger Station St. Gallen-Nuremberg. A contribution to Swiss-South German transport history, in: 
Mitteilungen zur vaterländischen Geschichte St. Gallen 36 (1920) pp. 69-136; Marc MOSER, Das Basler Postwesen. 
Part 1: 1360-1450. as commemorative publication for the National Stamp Exhibition NABA 1971, Urnäsch 1971; 
Werner DOBRAS, Der Mailänder oder Lindauer Bote: eine zuverlässige Transporteinrichtung zwischen Lindau und der 
Lombardei, in: Bündner Monatsblatt 1989 (5) pp. 339-356; Thomas WINKELBAUER, Ständefreiheit und Fürstenmacht. 
Länder und Untertanen des Hauses Habsburg im denominationellen Zeitalter (Österreichische Geschichte 1522-1699), 
Vienna 2003; Joachim HELBIG, Post notes on letters 15th - 18th century. Neue Ansichten zur Postgeschichte der frühen 
Neuzeit und der Stadt Nürnberg, Munich 2010. 
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Table 2: Organisation of correspondence 
Date of posting Place of 

 
messenger Recipient 

June 29th Vevey 
 

Sigerio de' Gallerani in 
Milan, who was to forward 
the letter Lorenzo di meser 
Palla degli Strozzi in 
Florence 

July 2nd/3rd Basel Abbot on the way Lorenzo di meser Palla 
  

to Rome degli Strozzi in Florence 
July 12th Ulm Gasparre (carrier) Unknown consignee in 

Trento or Verona, who 
should have forwarded it 
to Florence 

July 16th 
  

Mariano de' Vitali in 
Venice 

July 18th Mainz Two men from Asti Mariano de' Vitali in 
Venice 

July 25th Ulm English Pilgrims Mariotto de' Vitali in 
Venice 

July 31st Ulm A man from Flanders, 
  

who, on the way to 
Rome was 

 

August 8th Lindau Messenger to Milan Sigerio de' Gallerani 
in Milan 

August 10th Kempten Dionigi del Guercio - 
August 22nd May field Messenger to Milan Sigerio de' Gallerani in 

Milan 

August 29th 
   

Money worries 

Since he had probably originally only planned a trip to Milan and the stay north of the Alps was 
very long, Giovanni Masi soon found himself in financial difficulties (danari mi sono mancati). He 
himself emphasizes high costs for his travel security (Emi chonvenuto molto allargare la mano per 
essere condotto a salvamento), but without explaining what he meant by this. Also the guide and the 
expenses in the inns devoured a lot of money (spesa piü non vorrei). Apparently he had no hopes of 
being able to take out a loan in a town on the High Rhine, since there was no banker from Florence 
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or Milan47. Dionigi del Guercio finally freed him from the predicament and granted him a loan. With 
this borrowed money, he was then able to reach as far as Verona, where the tripartite commission was 
to transfer the amount. Gallerani in Milan also agreed to give him 50 gold fiorin to bridge the money 
shortage, which he would debit to the commissioners' account48 . 
 

Self-presentation 

These letters lack any description of the foreign world with its people, life and customs. Also German 
merchants are not mentioned with a word. Apart from the landlords where Masi stayed and who helped 
him in his search, only Italians appear in his letters. It almost seems like an Italian enclave, moved by 
a foreign space that is hardly touched. This is not surprising, however, because the sources presented 
here are not travel reports, but rather accounts of the progress and success of an assignment. 

Since a trip planned for a few weeks had turned into a stay of several months in southern Germany, 
Giovanni Masi feared that one might get the impression in Florence that he was taking a recreational 
trip at the expense of others (forse e chostä chi mi biasima della dimora lunga ehe s'e fatta per me). 
Against this impression he writes violently. He would never have preferred to be in Italy than now. One 
does not stay here for pleasure, but only with great reluctance (qua non si sta a dile[tto] ma con gran 
dispiacere). It is impossible to judge whether these descriptions correspond to the facts or whether they 
were exaggerated somewhat to make one's own performance appear even more courageous and greater. 
Masi did not record anything in writing about the dangers and risks of his mission, but he wanted to 
report orally to the commission after his return (io o corso di gran rischi ehe quando saro costä a bocha 
ve 'l diro). 

The further life of Giovanni Masi 

From his brother Antonio's 1427 tax return, we learn that Giovanni Masi lived unmarried in his older 
brother's household49 and apparently maintained this state of affairs until his death in 144550 
 
 
47 Kurt WEISSEN, Florentine merchants in Germany until the end of the 14th century, in: Zwischen Mosel und Rhein. 

Relationships, encounters and conflicts in a European core area from late antiquity to the 19th century. Versuch einer 
Bilanz, edited by Franz IRSIGLER (Trierer historische Forschungen, vol. 59), Trier 2006, pp. 363-402. 

48 BNCF, Manoscritti II, V, 10, c. 193. 
49 ASF, Catasto, No. 75, cc. 702r-703r. 
50 You stayed and John our brother died in 1445 [...]. ASF, Manuscripts, Nr. 89, c. 15r. 
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has. He held various public offices and was even one of the priors in 143651. In the same year, the 
Capitani di parte Guelfa appointed him one of the procurators of the heritage of Bernardo Lamberteschi, 
one of the richest Florentines, whose sons were themselves exiled from the city after Cosimo de' 
Medici's return from exile52 . As a businessman, on the other hand, he left no traces, and there is no 
evidence of any further stay north of the Alps. 
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