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​Reader's say...

“Umbria Treasures” is a light read book full of information. Just enough information to give you a taste of Umbria while leaving you hungry for more. Which, as the writer suggests, you can obtain by visiting the many sites, festivals, foods, wines, and towns discussed in the book.” – Pamela Lee Matarrese

“As soon as I started reading this captivating book, I lost myself, as I was transported to the sights, smells and sounds of Umbria. It’s not only an experiential travel journal that takes you on an intimate and breathtaking journey around Umbria... it’s also full of nuggets of ‘off the tourist track’ information, hints and tips. Its pages are so beautifully descriptive... a perfect gift for yourself, or someone you know, that is seeking their next travel adventure... it will become your travel companion. I would highly recommend this engaging book, composed with love and passion just for you!” – Andrea Waterhouse 

“If you’re considering exploring Umbria make sure you start your travel plans by reading Ilene and Gary’s latest book on this region. The book is is well organized and explores not only the well known towns of the area but lesser known ones where you will be off the tourist trail. From travel tips on reaching your destination to history to food and festivals this book will guide you through Umbria’s gems. Ilene and Gary have done their homework and are sharing the best of this region in their current book. After reading it I’m ready to start planning a trip!”  - Janie T

“Umbria Treasures made all the difference in our 10-day trip. Thanks to an early look, we added towns that became highlights and skipped one that wasn’t essential. This book balances practical tips with a true sense of place—you feel both guided and inspired. It doesn’t just list sights; it shares festivals, food, wine, and the soul of each city through Gary and Ilene’s eyes. An invaluable companion for anyone exploring Umbria.“ – JoAn Ferguson 

“Wow...another great publication from Ilene and Gary! What a useful tool for exploring Umbria.  The insights contained in this publication allow travelers to maximize their time in Umbria and make the most of their visit. Packed with useful information and easy to find segmentation...a must have! Complimenti!”  - P Zagnoni

“Once again, the incredible team of Ilene and Gary Modica have shared their gift of excellent research, easy reading, and helpful tricks and tips to benefit us all.  Another triumph by this wonderful couple!” – Tom Lang 

“Traveling abroad is never an easy task, even for those of us who travel often, but with the help of Ilene and Gary Modica, I have been able to enjoy my journey throughout Italy with ease, comfort, and knowledge of the places I have earmarked for my visit.  After many Italian adventures over many decades, I finally feel as though my Heart has found its Home....Lucca.  After several visits and through the eyes of the Modica’s I know I have found my forever home and this year I will become a resident.  Thank you for your insight and for taking the time to share your experience.” – Theresa Fiore Bragg, aka Mama T  

“We had the pleasure of living in Umbria (Narni) for five years. The people, the place, the pace, and the food will always draw us back. The Modica’s book captures the flavor of the region and more in a delightfully personal guide to this often overlooked region of “la bella Italia.” – Frank and Peggy Passaro

“When you visit a new place, it’s easy to focus on the logistics—where to eat, stay, or how to get around. But what truly matters is capturing the spirit of the place. Gary and Ilene’s new book on their favorite Umbrian towns does exactly that. In their description of Trevi’s Capella di San Giacomo, for example, they write: “This location is especially stunning during the golden hour when the light casts a soft glow over the landscape—perfect for a peaceful moment of reflection.“ Their writing goes beyond checklists; it invites you to pause, wander, and soak in the wonder of each setting. As we read, even while sitting in Tuscany—one of our favorite places—we feel an irresistible pull to explore Umbria.” – Sharon and Frank Shackleford

“Umbria Treasures did not disappoint!  I love the format...it will be so helpful in planning our next trip to Italy. It is very well written and beautifully descriptive. It will be hard to pick our favorite Umbria towns. They all sound amazing!” – Kris C. 

“Ilene and Gary—thank you for making each corner of Umbria come alive with your new book Umbria Treasures. The title is certainly worthy as Umbria is filled with treasures. Traveling with you has been more than moving from one town to the next; it’s been seeing each place through fresh eyes, lingering long enough for details to sink in. The way you notice the curve of a hillside, the taste of olive oil pressed just days before, the shadows lengthening across a piazza at dusk—you’ve turned fleeting stops into forever memories. Umbria, with its hills, vineyards, and timeless towns, is more than a destination now. Thanks to you, it’s a place I’ll return to time and again. I will definitely recommend Umbria Treasures to others to enjoy and assist in their travel planning.” – Susan Lauciello
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​Introduction
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Tucked away in the heart of Italy, far from the tourist-packed streets of Florence or the bustling piazzas of Rome, lies Umbria—a land of timeless beauty, traditions, and intrigue. Known as the “Green Heart of Italy,” Umbria entices travelers with its serene landscapes and deeply rooted cultural heritage. It offers an intimate and authentic Italian experience for those who venture here, often making them feel as though they’re stepping back in time. 

But what is it about Umbria that sets it apart from its more celebrated neighbors? Why do so many visitors leave this region with a profound connection? We think you’ll find the answers will lie in its unspoiled nature, rich history, and the enduring spirit of its people.

Umbria’s allure is undeniably understated. Its rolling green hills, mist-covered mountains, and shimmering lakes create a landscape unlike any other. The region’s crown jewel, Lago Trasimeno, is Italy’s fourth-largest lake and a tranquil place surrounded by olive groves and villages. Then, there are Umbria’s medieval hilltop towns where cobblestone streets wind through centuries-old piazzas, and every corner contains the possibility of discovery. Whether it’s Perugia’s grandeur, Assisi’s spiritual aura, or the hidden charm of places like Spello and Narni, Umbria captivates us... and perhaps it might charm you too.

If you don’t know us yet, let us introduce ourselves. We’re two retirees living in Italy on a budget, and we’ve written two books about our adventure and love of this country. Perhaps you’ve read Our Italian Journey—also available on Audible—or When Your Heart Finds Its Home. Both are travel memoirs detailing how we ended up living full-time in Tuscany. Our journey wasn’t just about moving to a new country; it was about embracing a new way of life, a new culture, and a new home. It wasn’t an easy road, this adventure of ours, but here we are—loving and living our best lives in Italy. Love isn’t just an emotion between two people; it’s a force, a gift, and something that can be felt for a country, too. And Italy has undoubtedly captured ours.

We first started visiting Italy in 2010, returning every few years until we finally made the leap to call it home. At the time of writing, we’ve lived here for almost five years and have spent several months—about three in total—traveling throughout Umbria. That time gave us the chance to wander its hill towns, taste its food, and settle into its everyday rhythms. These experiences, along with the perspective of living here full-time, enable us to share not only the well-known sights but also the more minor details and hidden corners that make Umbria so memorable.

We’ve also released a travel guidebook called Tuscany Treasures: A Journey Through 31 Towns. The book was so well-received that we decided to continue the adventure with this book about Umbria. And who knows? Maybe more regions will follow. The format remains the same: carefully curated towns, insider tips, and personal reflections that go beyond a standard guidebook. We don’t just list the must-see attractions, we share the stories behind them and provide insights that only locals and insiders would know. This personal touch is what makes our guidebook a valuable companion for your Umbrian adventure.

If you’re seeking the “real” Italy, Umbria offers a personal experience. It’s a quest not just through panoramas and history, but into the soul of a region that has inspired poets and artists. As you turn the pages of this guidebook, you’ll discover the many elements of Umbria—from its landmarks to its hidden corners, culinary delights, and timeless traditions. Whether it’s your first visit or your fifth, Umbria has a way of revealing something new each time, inviting you to see it with both your eyes and heart. It happens to us all the time. Italy itself has a way of capturing hearts. It snagged ours along time ago.

But let’s not get too serious here. This isn’t your typical travel guide filled only with historical facts and sightseeing lists. We know there are plenty of those already. Instead, consider this your passport to the lighter side of Umbria, where Gary and I are your guides. Through these pages, we’ll take you on a trek to enchanting towns, explore iconic landmarks and gems, while sharing stories of our own experiences.

In this book, we’ve carefully chosen 23 towns across Umbria, each with its own distinct personality, history, and traditions. From the artistic splendor of Perugia and the spiritual significance of Assisi to lesser-known gems like Bevagna and Montefalco, these towns represent the essence of Umbria. Their ancient streets, churches, and beautiful piazzas tell the story of a region where past and present coexist in harmony. History runs deep here—from the mysterious Etruscans who first inhabited the area to the Romans who left behind aqueducts and amphitheaters, and the saints who shaped its spiritual legacy, most notably St. Francis of Assisi, whose influence has made Assisi a global pilgrimage site.

As you discover these towns, we encourage you to dive a bit deeper into each destination by visiting our award-winning blog, Our Italian Journey. Use the search function on our website to find even more detailed information, personal stories, and travel insights. Type in the name of a town you’re curious about, and you’ll likely uncover additional tips to enhance your Umbrian adventure.

At the end of each chapter, we’ve included a special section called “Reflections,” where we sum up what makes each town special. Additionally, we’ve suggested the amount of time we believe is sufficient to spend in each town. This is meant only as a general guideline when planning your itinerary. Use it as a framework to prepare the sites you’d like to visit—it doesn’t include leisurely café breaks or full meals. The time you spend may also depend on the season, as some months encourage slower wandering or more frequent stops.

You’ll also find a section called “Navigating Your Way,” providing relevant transportation details to help you plan your excursion. Gary has also compiled fascinating insights into festivals and traditions unique to each town. We’ve chosen to highlight the truly special celebrations rather than covering events like Christmas markets and patron saint festivals, which are common throughout Italy.

And, of course, no exploration of Umbria would be complete without diving into its incredible food and wine. That’s where Gary steps in again. He’ll introduce you to each town’s signature dishes and renowned wines, giving you a delicious preview of what awaits.

You won’t find restaurant or hotel recommendations in this book, and that’s on purpose. Restaurants change ownership, and sometimes close altogether. The same applies to hotels and other accommodations. Because these details change frequently, we keep that information updated on our blog, where it’s much easier to add or remove listings as things evolve. For the latest suggestions, head to the main menu of our website: under FOOD you’ll find Restaurant Recommendations, and under ITALY you’ll see Places to Stay. We keep both categories refreshed regularly so you always have current information at your fingertips.

As you explore these pages, you’ll find dedicated spaces for notes scattered throughout the paperback version to help you capture your thoughts and experiences along the way. Also, whenever you see a ( * ) please refer to the Resources Section at the back of the book for more details.
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Now, let’s set the tone for this adventure...

Picture this: we’ve rented a car so small it could double as a souvenir—perfect for squeezing through those narrow medieval streets. But not just any car will do. Let’s make it a vintage Fiat 500 because, honestly, is there anything more charming? We roll the windows down, crank up some Italian opera music, and let the fresh Umbrian air sweep through as we meander along winding country roads. Sure, we’ll get to where we’re going... eventually.

Of course, there’s always the train—a fabulous way to travel in Italy. There’s something magical about its gentle sway, encouraging you to nod off for a quick nap. The train is relaxing and scenic, but let’s stick with the Fiat 500, shall we? After all, it’s one of my favorites, and a little vintage flair makes the journey unforgettable.

One of the first things you’ll notice in Umbria is the region’s unique rhythm of life, a quieter version of la dolce vita. It’s seeing locals pause chatting in the piazza. Like all Italians, Umbrians have perfected the art of finding happiness in life’s simplest pleasures. But they’re not just good at it—they’re absolute masters. We are reminded every day to slow down, savor the moment, and find beauty in the small joys that make life extraordinary.

We’ve periodically included ticket prices throughout this guide to give you a general idea of what to expect. Keep in mind, though, that prices can change without notice, so it’s always a good idea to double-check ahead of your visit. And here’s a little honesty: sometimes when Gary and I are exploring a new town, we hesitate at the door of a church or museum because of a small entry fee. But every time we skip it, we regret it. You’re there—right there—and who knows if you’ll ever return? If something calls to you, step inside. It’s often those unplanned moments that become the most memorable.

This book invites you to explore Umbria at your own pace. The chapters are organized alphabetically for easy navigation, allowing you to dive into any destination effortlessly. Whether planning a future trip, reminiscing about past travels, or simply daydreaming about Italy, we hope this guidebook deepens your appreciation for this enchanting region. So, grab your sunglasses and get ready for an adventure. Let’s journey through Umbria and prepare to fall in love with a place where every moment feels like a discovery. Every discovery feels like you’re coming home.

Welcome to Umbria.
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​Buongiorno, Umbria! 
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Welcome to Umbria, one of Italy’s twenty regions, situated in the heart of the country’s green landscape, where rolling hills, medieval villages, and time-honored traditions create a captivating setting. While Tuscany often steals the spotlight, Umbria offers something perhaps a bit more special: an intimate, authentic experience deeply rooted in history, nature, and the rhythm of daily life. 

Everywhere you turn, history seems to be whispering a story. Towns perched high on hilltops, their stone facades glowing under the Italian sun, hold centuries of history within their walls. Assisi, the birthplace of St. Francis, draws visitors from across the globe to its breathtaking Basilica, a masterpiece of faith and artistry. But Umbria isn’t just about its famous landmarks. It’s about the beauty, the quiet corners, and lesser-known towns that surprise you when you least expect them to. Each town, with its unique charm and history, is a treasure waiting to be discovered.

Picture yourself standing in awe before Marmore Falls, an engineering marvel created by the Romans. The thunderous cascade of water, plunging dramatically into the lush valley below, is one of Europe’s tallest man-made waterfalls. Just as striking, though far more mysterious, is the underground city of Narni. A labyrinth of tunnels, forgotten chapels, and frescoed rooms reveals a world that once thrived beneath the streets—a glimpse into Umbria’s layered and complex past. And then, Spello, a town so effortlessly beautiful, it feels like you’re walking through a living postcard. Colorful flowers spill from the homes that line their winding alleys. The scene is simply spectacular.

But the magic of Umbria isn’t just in its towns—it’s in the land itself. You’ll notice the landscape changes with the seasons, offering a new beauty at every turn. In summer, golden fields of sunflowers stretch toward the horizon, their bright faces tracking the sun’s path across the sky. This is one of my favorite times of the year in both Tuscany and Umbria. Massive, cylindrical hay bales dot the fields across the countryside. The rolling hills burst into a sea of wildflowers in spring, painting the land in brilliant red, purple, and orange shades. Vineyards and silvery olive groves blanket the slopes, while cypress-lined roads wind their way toward villages.

Throughout Italy, regardless of the region, houses are scattered in the countryside in stucco shades of soft yellow, pastel green, and deep ocher. When accompanied by shutters, they are usually always green. In Italy, outdoor shutters are typically painted green because historically, it was believed that the green pigment used in paint, which often contained arsenic, would deter insects. This tradition has persisted even though the arsenic theory is now known to be false. Essentially, the green color became associated with insect protection and is now a common aesthetic choice across many regions of Italy.

One of the most captivating things about Umbria is that one moment, you’re gazing out at a landscape that has remained unchanged for centuries—the next, you’re in a lively market, surrounded by the scent of freshly baked bread and the buzz of the beautiful, romantic Italian language. It’s this balance—the timeless and the contemporary—that makes Umbria so compelling. Our friends Gianna and Giacomo recently spent time visiting several towns across Umbria. They mentioned how often they heard locals speaking English—a detail that honestly hadn’t even registered with us from our travels.

However, what makes Umbria genuinely unforgettable is its unique spirit. Life here moves at a leisurely pace, encouraging you to slow down and enjoy the moment. You’ll sense it at an agriturismo (a working farm that also welcomes guests), in the way the farmer tends his olive trees with care. You’ll experience it too when you enter a store and find the owner takes time to chat with every customer. When it comes to food, people don’t rush meals; they celebrate them and savor the moment together. Whether you’re sipping wine at a family-run vineyard or enjoying a simple plate of hand-rolled pasta, there’s an undeniable authenticity to all of it. In a world that often feels hurried, Umbria reminds you to pause, slow down, and savor the moment.

And then, there are her people. Warm, welcoming, and fiercely proud of their land, the Umbrians are the heart and soul of this region. Their traditions are not relics of the past but a vibrant part of daily life. Every town in Umbria has a story to tell. Gubbio’s medieval streets are so well-preserved that they feel like a movie set, evoking echoes of past centuries. Orvieto, perched dramatically on its volcanic tuff cliff, guards some of Italy’s most stunning artistic treasures, including the magnificent Duomo. Perugia, the region’s capital, is alive with students, artists, and the scent of rich, dark chocolate from its world-famous chocolatiers. Each place offers a different glimpse into Umbria’s many layers, and each leaves an imprint in your heart, long after you’ve left.

While Umbria’s train network connects many of its larger towns, renting a car remains the best option for discovering the region’s treasures. From the rolling hills to the picturesque lakeside towns, having your own wheels gives you the freedom to investigate at your own pace. We want to take a moment to mention a great travel app we’ve recently discovered. Please note, we’re not affiliated with them, but using it has been a game-changer for us when renting a car. We recommend using the EasyPark app. The icon is pink, featuring a small letter ‘e’ in the center. This handy tool allows you to find parking in many towns across Umbria, and you can pay directly through your phone, saving you time and hassle. It’s available for both iOS and Android. We always leave a note on the windshield, in both English and Italian, to indicate that we are using the app. Alternatively, print a copy of the icon and place it on the dashboard. This way, police checking the parking will know you are using this payment method and can check by your license plate number.

So, as we embark on this wanderlust through Umbria together, be prepared to be captivated. This is a region that doesn’t just invite exploration—it almost demands it. You’ll understand what we’re talking about—you’ll feel it: the magic, the history, the unmistakable pull of Umbria.
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