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ON A PEACEFUL HILLSIDE IN ITALY IN THE MIDDLE OF the 1400s, a young boy strolled with his uncle
among the tangledgrapevines and silvery-green olive trees. Above them was the village ofVinci, with its small stone
houses huddled around an ancient castle.Below them, the Amo River wound its way through the Tuscan Valley.
The boy and his uncle may have stopped to gather rocks and plantsto carry home. They might have captured
lizards in the vineyards. Perhapsthey just lay on their backs in the wheat fields and studied the birds thatflew above
them. At the end of the day, the two made their way back upthe dusty road to the family farm in the nearby hamlet
of Anchiano. The boy's name was Leonardo. Because his family had lived in thetown of Vinci for many
generations, they had taken the surname "daVinci," Italian for "of Vinci." The boy, then, was Leonardo da Vinci.
Back in his family's farmhouse, Leonardo might have hurried toshow his rocks to his grandfather, Antonio. He
might have told hisgrandmother, Monna Lucia, about the birds he had seen. Then he mayhave sat by the fireplace
and listened to his Uncle Francesco tell himabout how some plants could be used for medicine or how the
cloudscould help a person predict the weather. Leonardo adored Francescoand must have thought his uncle knew
all there was to know about na-ture and the world around him.  Although there are few documented facts about
Leonardo's childhood, one thing is certain. He was born on April 15, 1452, at 10:30 P.M. His grandfather, Antonio
da Vinci, entered the date and time in the family's leather-bound book when Leonardo was baptized in the village
church. "There was born to me a grandson, the child of Ser Piero my son," hewrote. Antonio also entered the
names of the priest and the villagerswho witnessed the baptism. He did not, however, record the name
ofLeonardo’s mother, Caterina. She and Ser Piero were not married, sobaby Leonardo was considered illegitimate.
In those days, it was notunusual for the mother to be omitted from the family records if she hadgiven birth to an
illegitimate child. Piero da Vinci's status as a wealthy notary allowed him to use thetitle "Ser" before his name. As a
notary, Ser Piero prepared contractsand other legal documents for people who paid him well. Ser Piero wasa stern
and ambitious man whose career kept him in Florence, twentymiles away, and left little time for raising Leonardo.
Caterina was mostlikely a peasant, not from the kind of reputable family that Ser Pieroexpected to marry into.
Within months after his son’s birth, Ser Pieromarried Albiera di Giovanni Amadori, the daughter of a Florentine
notary.He must have considered Albiera a more suitable wife for a well-to-dobusinessman like himself. It seems
likely that the infant Leonardo stayed with Caterina, closeto his grandfather Antonio in Anchiano. He and Caterina
may even havelived in a cottage provided for them by Leonardo's family. Later,however, possibly when Leonardo
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was about eighteen months old, theDa Vincis arranged for Caterina to marry a laborer nicknamed theQuarreler.
After the marriage, Caterina went to live with her new hus-band in a nearby village. Young Leonardo was left with
his aging grandparents, Antonio and Monna Lucia. The elder Da Vincis took good care of Leonardo, but it was Ser
Piero's younger brother, Francesco, who gave Leonardo the time and attention the small boy needed. Francesco
was a gentle young man, content with his country lifestyle and satisfied with overseeing the family farm. He was
happy to haveLeonardo's company as he tended the crops and animals. When thechores were done, the two set off
to explore the fields and woods. Itwas probably Francesco who answered the questions of a curious
youngLeonardo. What were the names of the wild herbs in the fields? How didthe small creatures in the woods
survive? How were the seasons different?When would the weather change? Roaming the hillsides with
Francesco,Leonardo must have made some of his first observations about nature:the shapes of leaves, the colors of
the sky, the flight of birds, and theflowing water of a rocky stream. While Leonardo had the love of his uncle and
grandparents, heprobably felt confused about his mother and father. Not long after hermarriage to the Quarreler,
Caterina had another child. Three more fol-lowed close behind. It is likely that Leonardo saw his mother and
herchildren in Vinci on special occasions, such as at feasts and fairs or onmarket days. Those brief meetings were
likely the only relationship youngLeonardo had with his mother. His father, Set Piero, stayed too busywith his
prosperous business and his new wife in Florence to find timefor Leonardo. He sent money for his son's upkeep,
but his visits toVinci were rare and brief.  As the son of a successful notary, Leonardo should have been sent to
oneof the best schools in Florence. There he would have learned literature, Latin,geometry, and physics. He also
would have been forced to stop writing with hisleft hand because left-handed people were thought to be possessed
by the devil. But such an education was not available to illegitimate children like Leonardo. Instead, he had to settle
for whatever schooling the village priest and his uncle and grandfather could give him. He learned to read and
write. He learned basic arithmetic using an abacus, a smaU frame with beads for counting. He may have read
passages from the Bible. And he continued to write with his left hand. P12-17
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