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INTRODUCTION


This Snapshot guide, excerpted from my guidebook Rick Steves Italy, introduces you to Milan. If Florence represents the Renaissance and Rome equals antiquity, Milan is 21st-century Italy. You can walk on the rooftop of one of Europe’s grandest Gothic cathedrals, window-shop in fashionable neighborhoods, visit the world’s most famous opera house, and admire a Leonardo masterpiece. Explore the city’s grand, glass-domed arcade and stroll along one of Europe’s longest pedestrian-only boulevards. Sip an aperitivo at a sidewalk café, and sample Milan’s culinary specialties. If you’re looking for a sophisticated, smart slice of Italy, you’ll find it here.


I also cover the seductively beautiful Italian Lakes District. This region, where Italy meets the Alps, seems heaven-sent for nature lovers. Lake Como offers a mix of accessibility, scenery, and offbeatness with a heady whiff of 19th-century whimsy. Lake Maggiore, though more densely populated and more developed, has exotic garden islands and nearby mountains. The lakes are the place to take a vacation from your vacation, lingering in charming towns such as Varenna or Bellagio. Hop on a lake ferry and glide to dreamy villas, or ride a cable car to pristine alpine meadows.


To help you have the best trip possible, I’ve included the following topics in this book:


• Planning Your Time, with advice on how to make the most of your limited time


• Orientation, including tourist information (abbreviated as TI), tips on public transportation, local tour options, and helpful hints


• Sights with ratings:


▲▲▲—Don’t miss


▲▲—Try hard to see


▲—Worthwhile if you can make it


No rating—Worth knowing about


• Sleeping and Eating, with good-value recommendations in every price range


• Connections, with tips on trains, buses, and driving


Practicalities, near the end of this book, has information on money, staying connected, hotel reservations, transportation, and more, plus Italian survival phrases.


To travel smartly, read this little book in its entirety before you go. It’s my hope that this guide will make your trip more meaningful and rewarding. Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll get the absolute most out of every mile, minute, and dollar.


Buon viaggio!
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MILAN


Milano


For every church in Rome, there’s a bank in Milan. Italy’s second city and the capital of the Lombardy region, Milan is a hardworking, fashion-conscious, time-is-money city of 1.3 million. It’s a melting pot of people and history. Milan’s industriousness may come from the Teutonic blood of its original inhabitants, the Lombards, or from its years under Austrian rule. Milan is Italy’s fashion, industrial, banking, TV, publishing, and convention capital. The economic success of postwar Italy can be attributed, in part, to this city of publicists and pasta power-lunches.
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As if to make up for its rough, noisy big-city-ness, the Milanesi people are works of art. Milan is an international fashion capital with a refined taste. Window displays are gorgeous, cigarettes are chic, and even the cheese comes gift-wrapped. Yet thankfully, Milan is no more expensive for tourists than other Italian cities.


Three hundred years before Christ, the Romans called this place Mediolanum, or “the place in the middle.” By the fourth century A.D., it was the capital of the western half of the Roman Empire. Emperor Constantine issued the Edict of Milan from here, legalizing Christianity. After some barbarian darkness, medieval Milan became a successful mercantile city, eventually rising to regional prominence under the Visconti and Sforza families. By the time of the Renaissance, it was nicknamed “the New Athens,” and was enough of a cultural center for Leonardo da Vinci to call it home. Then came 400 years of foreign domination (Spain, Austria, France, more Austria). Milan was a center of the 1848 revolution against Austria, and helped lead Italy to unification in 1870.


Mussolini left a heavy fascist touch on the architecture here (such as the central train station). His excesses also led to the WWII bombing of Milan. But the city rose again. The 1959 Pirelli Tower (the skinny skyscraper in front of the station) was a trendsetter in its day. Today, Milan is people-friendly, with a great transit system and inviting pedestrian zones.
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Many tourists come to Italy for the past. But Milan is today’s Italy. While it’s not big on the tourist circuit, the city has plenty to see. And seeing Milan is not difficult: People-watchers and pigeon feeders could spend their entire visit never losing sight of the Duomo.


For pleasant excursions from the city, consider visiting Lake Como or Lake Maggiore—both are about an hour from Milan by train.



PLANNING YOUR TIME



OK, it’s a big, intense city, so you may not want to linger. Milan can’t compare with Rome and Florence when it comes to art, but the city does have several unique and noteworthy sights: the Duomo and the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II arcade, La Scala Opera House, Michelangelo’s last pietà sculpture in Sforza Castle, and Leonardo’s Last Supper.


With two nights and a full day, you can gain an appreciation for the town and see the major sights. On a short visit, I’d focus on the center. Tour the Duomo, hit any art you like (reserve ahead if you want to see The Last Supper), browse elegant shops and the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II, and try to see an opera. To maximize your time in Milan, use the Metro to get around.
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For those with a round-trip flight into Milan: The city is a cold plunge into the Italian deep end, so save it for the end of your trip and start your journey softly by going first to Lake Como (one-hour ride to Varenna) or the Cinque Terre (3-4 hours to Monterosso). Then spend the last night or two of your trip in Milan before flying home.


Monday is a terrible sightseeing day, since many museums are closed (including The Last Supper). August is oppressively hot and muggy, and locals who can vacate at this time do, leaving the city quiet. Those visiting in August find that the nightlife is sleepy, and many shops and restaurants are closed.


A Three-Hour Tour: If you’re just changing trains at Milan’s Centrale station (as, sooner or later, you probably will), consider catching a later train and taking this blitz tour: Check your bag at the station, ride the subway to the Duomo, peruse the square, explore the cathedral’s rooftop and interior, drop into the Duomo Museum, have a scenic coffee in the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II, spin on the floor mosaic of the bull for good luck, and maybe see a museum or two (most are within a 10-minute walk of the main square), and return by subway to the station. Art fans could make time for The Last Supper (if they’ve made reservations) and/or the Michelangelo pietà in Sforza Castle (no reservations necessary).


Orientation to Milan


My coverage focuses on the old center. Most sights and hotels listed are within a 15-minute walk of the cathedral (Duomo), which is a straight eight-minute Metro ride from the Centrale train station.



TOURIST INFORMATION



Milan’s TI, at the La Scala end of the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II, isn’t worth a special trip (daily 9:00-19:00, Metro: Duomo, tel. 02-884-5555, www.turismo.milano.it).


ARRIVAL IN MILAN


Most visitors disembark at one of three major train stations: Milano Centrale, Porta Garibaldi, or Cadorna. Most Trenitalia trains, as well as airport buses and some airport trains, stop at Milano Centrale. Porta Garibaldi receives trains from France, some Trenitalia trains, and Italo trains from elsewhere in Italy. And Cadorna is the main terminus for trains from Malpensa Airport.


At Milano Centrale: The huge, sternly decorated, fascist-built (in 1931) central train station is a sight in itself. Recently cleaned, the halls feel more monumental than ever. Notice how the art makes you feel small—it emphasizes that a powerful state is a good thing. In the front lobby, heroic people celebrate “modern” transportation (circa-1930 ships, trains, and cars) opposite reliefs depicting old-fashioned sailboats and horse carts.


Moving walkways link the station’s three main levels: platforms on top, shops on a small mezzanine, and most services at ground level (pay WCs and ATMs are abundant). For baggage check (deposito bagagli), taxis, or buses to the airports, turn right at ground level toward the exit marked Piazza Luigi di Savoia. Just outside the station’s front entrance are car-rental offices, the Metro, and escalators down to a fourth basement level with a few shops. (You can also enter the Metro directly from inside the station—just follow signs.)


“Centrale” is a misnomer—the Duomo is a 35-minute walk away. But it’s a straight shot on the Metro (8 minutes). Buy a €1.50 ticket at a kiosk or from the machines, follow signs for yellow line 3 (direction: San Donato), go four stops to the Duomo stop, surface, and you’ll be facing the cathedral.


To buy train tickets, use the Trenitalia machines for most domestic trips (Trenord machines by track 3 sell commuter-rail tickets for Malpensa Airport). For international tickets or complicated questions, join the line at the Trenitalia ticket office on the ground floor. Another alternative is the Agenzie 365 travel agency, a private company selling tickets at a 7 percent markup from various offices in the station (a reasonable price to pay to skip the Trenitalia ticket lines, but the agency often has a line of its own). The most convenient office is just inside the Piazza Luigi di Savoia.


At Milano Cadorna: You’re most likely to use this commuter railway station if you take the Malpensa Express airport train, which uses track 1. The Cadorna Metro station—with a direct connection to the Duomo on Metro red line 1—is directly out front.




Rome vs. Milan: A Classic Squabble


In Italy, the North and South bicker about each other, hurling barbs, quips, and generalizations. All the classic North/South traits can be applied to Milan (the business capital) and Rome (the government and religious capital). People like to say that people come to Milan to sin, and they go to Rome to ask for forgiveness.


The Milanesi say the Romans are lazy. Government jobs in Rome come with short hours—made even shorter by multiple coffee breaks, three-hour lunches, chats with colleagues, and phone calls to friends and relatives. Milanesi contend that “Roma ladrona” (Rome, the big thief) is a parasite that lives off the taxes of people up North. There’s still a strong Milan-based movement promoting secession from the South.
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Romans, meanwhile, dismiss the Milanesi as uptight workaholics with nothing else to live for—gray like their foggy city. Romans do admit that in Milan, job opportunities are better and based on merit. And the Milanesi grudgingly concede the Romans have a gift for enjoying life.


While Rome is more of a family city, Milan is the place for high-powered singles on the career fast-track. Milanese yuppies mix with each other...not the city’s longtime residents. Milan is seen as wary of foreigners and inward-looking, and Rome as fun-loving, tolerant, and friendly. In Milan, bureaucracy (like social services) works logically and efficiently, while in Rome, accomplishing even small chores can be exasperating. Everything in Rome—from finding a babysitter to buying a car—is done through friends.


[image: Image]


Milanesi find Romans vulgar. The Roman dialect is considered one of the coarsest in the country. Much as they try, Milanesi just can’t say “Damn your dead relatives” quite as effectively as the Romans. Still, Milanesi enjoy Roman comedians and love to imitate the accent.


The Milanesi feel that Rome is dirty and Roman traffic nerve-wracking. But despite the craziness, Rome maintains a genuine village feel. People share family news with their neighborhood grocer. Milan lacks people-friendly piazzas, and entertainment comes at a high price. But in Rome, la dolce vita is as close as the nearest square, and a full moon is enjoyed by all.





At Milano Porta Garibaldi: Italo trains, with high-speed service to Florence, Rome, and Naples, use Porta Garibaldi Station, north of the city center, as do some Trenitalia trains and the high-speed TGV from Paris. Porta Garibaldi is on Metro green line 2, two stops from Milano Centrale.


By Car: Leonardo never drove in Milan. Smart guy. Driving here is bad enough to make the €30/day fee for a downtown garage a blessing. If you’re driving, do Milan (and Lake Como) before or after you rent your car, not while you’ve got it. If you must have a car, use the safe, affordable, well-marked park-and-ride lots at suburban Metro stations such as Cascina Gobba. These are shown on the official Metro map, and full details are at www.atm.it (click on English, then “Car Parks,” then “Parking Lots”).


By Plane: See “Milan Connections” at the end of this chapter.


HELPFUL HINTS


Theft Alert: Be on guard. Milan’s thieves target tourists, especially at the Centrale train station, getting in and out of the subway, and around the Duomo. They can be dressed as tourists, businessmen, or beggars, or they can be gangs of too-young-to-arrest children. Watch out for ragged people carrying newspaper and cardboard—they’ll thrust this item at you as a distraction while they pick your pocket. If you’re ripped off and plan to file an insurance claim, fill out a report with the police (Police Station, “Questura,” Via Fatebenefratelli 11, Metro: Turati, open daily 24 hours, tel. 02-62261).


Medical Help: Dial 118 for medical emergencies. There are two medical clinics with emergency care facilities (both closed Sat-Sun): the International Health Center in Galleria Strasburgo (between Via Durini and Corso Europa, at #3, third floor, Metro: San Babila, tel. 02-7634-0720, www.ihc.it) and the American International Medical Center at Via Mercalli 11 (Metro: Missori or Crocetta, call for appointment, tel. 02-5831-9808, www.aimclinic.it).


Bookstores: The handiest major bookstore is La Feltrinelli, under the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II (daily, tel. 02-8699-6903). The American Bookstore is at Via Manfredo Camperio 16, near Sforza Castle (closed Sun, Metro: Cairoli, tel. 02-878-920).


Laundry: Allwash, at Via Savona 2, just off Via Zugna, is the closest launderette to the center. Take tram #14 (direction: Cim. Maggiore-Lorenteggio) to Piazzale Cantore, or go by Metro to Porta Genova and walk 5-10 minutes (daily 8:00-22:00, English instructions, tel. 800-030-653, www.allwash.it).


Soccer: For a dose of Europe’s soccer mania (which many believe provides a necessary testosterone vent to keep Europe out of a third big war), catch a match while you’re here. A.C. Milan and Inter Milan are the ferociously competitive home teams (tickets-€10-350, www.acmilan.com or www.inter.it, bring your passport to the game for security reasons). Both teams play in the 85,000-seat Meazza Stadium (a.k.a. San Siro) most Sunday afternoons from September to June (ride the Metro purple line 5 to San Siro Stadio).


GETTING AROUND MILAN


By Public Transit: It’s a pleasure to use Milan’s great public transit system, called ATM (“ATM Point” info desk in Duomo Metro station, www.atm.it). The clean, spacious, fast, and easy Metro zips you nearly anywhere you may want to go, and trams and city buses fill in the gaps. The handiest Metro line for a quick visit is the yellow line 3, which connects the Centrale train station to the Duomo. The other lines are red (1), green (2), and purple (5). A new line 4 will eventually connect San Babila and Linate Airport (possibly in 2016). The Metro shuts down about half past midnight, but many trams continue until 1:00 or even 2:00.


A single ticket, valid for 90 minutes, can be used for one ride, including transfers, on all forms of transport (€1.50; sold at newsstands, tobacco shops, shops with ATM sticker in window, and at machines in subway stations). Other ticket options include a carnet (€13.80 for 10 rides—it’s one magnetic ticket that can be validated 10 times); a 24-hour pass (€4.50, worthwhile if you take at least four rides); and a 48-hour pass (€8.25, pays off with six rides). Tickets must be run through the machines at Metro turnstiles and at the front and rear of trams—also each time you transfer.


By Taxi: Small groups go cheap and fast by taxi (drop charge-€3.30, €1.10/kilometer; €5.40 drop charge on Sun and holidays, €6.50 from 21:00 to 6:00 in the morning). It can be easier to walk to a taxi stand than to flag down a cab. Handy stands are at Piazza del Duomo and in front of Sforza Castle (tel. 02-8585 or 02-6969).


By Bike: Like many big cities in Europe, Milan has a public bike system, BikeMi. You can set up a temporary subscription (€6/week or €2.50/day) online or at an “ATM Point” public transit info office (a handy one is in the Duomo Metro station). You’ll receive a user code and password, allowing you to pick up a bike at any BikeMi station, generally located near Metro stations. Enter your code and password on the keypad, grab the assigned bike, and you’re on your way (first 30 minutes free, then €0.50/each 30 minutes up to 2 hours, then €2/hour, www.bikemi.com).
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Tours in Milan


Local Guides


Lorenza Scorti is a hardworking young guide who knows her city’s history and how to teach it (€150/3 hours, €300/6 hours, same price for individuals or groups, evenings OK, mobile 347-735-1346, lorenza.scorti@libero.it). Sara Cerri is another good licensed local guide who enjoys teaching (€190/3 hours, then €50/hour, mobile 380-433-3019, www.walkingtourmilan.it, walkingtourmilan@gmail.com). Ludovic Charles Goudin is energetic and has a passion for teaching art (€180/3 hours, mobile 331-289-3464, ludovicgoudin@yahoo.it).
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Walking and Bus Tours with The Last Supper



If your visit to Milan is fast approaching and you can’t get a reservation for The Last Supper, consider joining a walking or bus tour that includes a guided visit to Leonardo’s masterpiece. These €60-75 tours (usually three hours) also take you to top sights such as the Duomo, Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II, La Scala Opera House, and Sforza Castle. Ideally book the tour several days in advance, but it’s worth a try at the last minute, too.


For the best experience, I’d book a walking tour with Veditalia (www.veditalia.com) or City Wonders (www.citywonders.com). Both have good guides and solid reputations. The bus-and-walking tours are less satisfying, but you can try Autostradale (“Look Mi” tour, offices in passage at far end of Piazza del Duomo and in front of Sforza Castle, tel. 02-8058-1354, www.autostradale.it) or Zani Viaggi (office disguised as a “tourist information” point on the square facing Sforza Castle at Foro Bonaparte 76, tel. 02-867-131, www.zaniviaggi.it).


Hop-On, Hop-Off Option: Zani Viaggi also operates the CitySightseeing Milano hop-on, hop-off buses (look for the red buses—easiest at Duomo and La Scala, €22/all day, €25/48 hours, buy on board, recorded commentary, www.milano.city-sightseeing.it). With a bus ticket, you can pay an additional €33 for a Last Supper reservation—an exorbitant price, but worth considering for the wealthy and the desperate.


Sights in Milan


▲▲DUOMO (CATHEDRAL)


The city’s centerpiece is the fourth-largest church in Europe (after the Vatican’s, London’s, and Sevilla’s). At 525 by 300 feet, the place is immense, with more than two thousand statues inside (and another thousand outside) and 52 one-hundred-foot-tall, sequoia-size pillars representing the weeks of the year and the liturgical calendar. If you do two laps, you’ve done your daily walk. It was built to hold 40,000 worshippers, the entire population of Milan when construction began. A visit here has three parts: the church interior; the adjacent Duomo Museum; and an elevator ride (or long climb) up to the rooftop for a stroll through its forest of jagged spires.
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Cost and Hours: Church—€2, daily 7:00-19:00; Duomo Museum—€6, Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, closed Mon; roof terraces—by elevator-€13, via stairs-€8, daily 9:00-19:00, last ascent at 18:00. If you’re doing all three sights—which I recommend—ask about a combo-ticket, which will likely save you plenty.


Information: Directly behind the Duomo is the uncrowded Duomo Info Point office, which can be a good place to buy your ticket (Mon-Sat 9:30-17:30, Sun 11:00-15:00). Church tel. 02-7202-2656, museum tel. tel. 02-860-358, www.duomomilano.it.


Dress Code: Modest dress is required to visit the church. Don’t wear shorts or anything sleeveless—even children.


Tours: A €6 audioguide for the church is available at a kiosk inside the main door of the church (no rentals Sun, 1.5 hours).


Background


Back when Europe was fragmented into countless tiny kingdoms and dukedoms, the dukes of Milan wanted to impress their counterparts in Germany and France. Their goal was to earn Milan recognition and respect from both the Vatican and the kings and princes of northern Europe by building a massive, richly ornamented cathedral. Even after Renaissance-style domes had come into vogue elsewhere in Italy, conservative Milan stuck with the Gothic style. The dukes thought northerners would relate better to Gothic, and they loaded the cathedral with pointed arches and spires. For good measure, the cathedral was built not from ordinary stone, but from marble, top to bottom. Pink Candoglia marble was rafted in from a quarry about 60 miles away, across Lake Maggiore and down a canal to a port at the cathedral. Construction lasted from 1386 to 1810, with final touches added as late as 1965. In 2014, archaeologists probing for ancient Roman ruins beneath the Duomo discovered the remains of what might be a temple to the goddess Minerva.
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Begin by looping around the Duomo’s exterior, then head inside to enjoy its remarkable bulk, fine stained-glass windows, and Baroque altar.


Exterior


Walk around the entire church exterior and notice the statues, made between the 14th and 20th centuries by sculptors from all over Europe. There are hundreds of them—each different and quite creative. Look at the statues on the tips of the many spires...they seem so relaxed, like they’re just hanging out, waiting for their big day. Functioning as drain spouts, the 96 fanciful gargoyle monsters are especially imaginative.
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