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There is a building on Rome’s Via Porto Fluviale that looks nothing like the Italian Air 

Force hangar it once was.  It is covered with handpainted faces in every color. Lime green grins, 

magenta lips and violet eyes peer at me as I ring the bell.   

 It takes five minutes for someone to respond, and I am turning to leave as a six-foot 

Peruvian opens the door.  

 “Ciclofficina?” I ask.  

 “Si si, seguimi.” 

 He leads me and my bike, Leo, through a dark corridor into a large courtyard.  I’m 

standing on old train tracks as he introduces me to Irving, the young man from Ecuador who is 

in charge of the ciclofficina.  I explain my problem, a flat back tire, as three kids circle us on 

patchworked bikes. 

 Irving goes to the storage shed to find Leo a new tube as I properly check out the 

courtyard.  There is a large garage with a mirrored wall and a sign posted outside reading: 

Circofficina. The circus workshop, not to be confused with the Ciclofficina, or bike workshop.  

Outside the garage a man is setting up cones while another juggles bowling pins to an audience 

of six kids of all different colors.  Above the garage are the residences, heads poke out of huge 

windows that open on hinges towards the courtyard.  

 When Irving comes out he tells me that I’ve got to help him change the wheel, or else it 

defeats the purpose of the Ciclofficina.  It’s a place where people can go to repair their bikes for 

free, nothing belongs to anybody and everything belongs to everyone. Irving is 23, he 

immigrated with his family eight years ago. They came directly from Fiumicino Airport to the 

community of Porto Fluviale in Ostiense.  His mother knew Gabriel, a co-founder and the man 

who had let me in, who assured them a roof and a hot meal.  



 In 2003, the city of Rome wanted to destroy the old airplane bunker.  So Gabriel and his 

friends took it over, occupying the space with beds, circus equipment, a generator and any 

furniture they could round up. Immediately they started painting faces on the outside walls, 

making them their own.  The city decided to back off, it would be too much work to get them all 

out, and it cost less to keep the building than to destroy it anyway. Since then, it’s always been 

everything for everyone. No one pays rent, food is shared, and any profits from the little bar 

(panini, coffee and ice cream) go towards the community.  

 Irving shows me how to check my tube for holes by submerging it underwater, then helps 

me change it. He notices that my pedal is broken as well, half of the plastic popped off a few 

weeks ago.  This time he brings me back to the storage shed where a sloppy pile of bike frames, 

wheels and various pieces played Twister on the concrete. We sifted through and found a nice 

left pedal that almost matched my other.  

 We put on the new pedal and I go for a spin around the courtyard, Leo looking fresh in 

his new vintage outfit.  I put his kickstand up and let him stand there proudly in front of the 

broken bikes. The younger kids of the community ask me about America. Their usual, “What are 

you doing here? It’s our dream to go to Los Angeles! Hollywood!” And my usual, “It’s not the 

same as what you see in movies.” Irving laughs skeptically. 

 “You guys can have America.  I want my country.” He hasn’t been back to Ecuador since 

he left at age fifteen.  

Leo and I head home. We cross the Tiber and the green water glistens underneath us like 

a polluted emerald.  West 30 kilometers to the Mediterranean Sea, and another 9,264 to Boise, 

Idaho. I wonder if I would miss it more if I couldn’t go back.  


