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INTRODUCTION


This Snapshot guide, excerpted from my guidebook Rick Steves Italy, introduces you to my favorite stretch of the Italian Riviera. The Cinque Terre—literally “five lands”—is a charm bracelet of picturesque, traffic-free villages where you can melt into small-town Italy. Sit on the breakwater to enjoy the views, hike the scenic trails between the villages, and dine on a succulent seafood feast as you hear the roar of the surf. I’ve also included coverage of nearby Riviera destinations, including the beach towns of Levanto, Sestri Levante, the larger Santa Margherita Ligure, trendier Portofino, resorty Portovenere, and the workaday transportation hub of La Spezia.


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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THE CINQUE TERRE


Riomaggiore • Manarola • Corniglia • Vernazza • Monterosso al Mare
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Along a beautifully isolated six-mile stretch of the most seductive corner of the Italian Riviera lies the Cinque Terre (CHINK-weh TAY-reh)—five (cinque) small towns gently and steadily carving a good life out of difficult terrain.


Each village fills a ravine with a lazy hive of human activity—calloused locals and sunburned travelers enjoying the area’s unique mix of Italian culture and nature. With a traffic-free charm—a happy result of their natural isolation—these towns are the rugged alternative to the glitzy Riviera resorts nearby. There’s not a Fiat or museum in sight—just sun, sea, sand (well, pebbles), wine, and pure, unadulterated Italy. Choose a home base according to just how cut off you’d like to be from the outer world (see the “Cinque Terre at a Glance” sidebar).


Enjoy the villages, swimming, hiking, and evening romance of one of God’s great gifts to tourism. While the Cinque Terre is now discovered (and can be unpleasantly crowded midday, when tourist boats and cruise-ship excursions drop by), I’ve never seen happier, more relaxed tourists. Given that the vast majority of the crowds are day-trippers, make a point to get the most out of those cool, relaxed, and quiet hours early in the day and in the evening.


This chunk of coast was first described in medieval times as “the five lands.” In the feudal era, this land was watched over by castles. Tiny communities grew up in their protective shadows, ready to run inside at the first hint of a Turkish Saracen pirate raid. Marauding pirates from North Africa were a persistent problem until about 1400. Many locals were kidnapped and ransomed or sold into slavery, and those who remained built fires on flat-roofed watchtowers to relay warnings—alerting the entire coast to imminent attacks. The last major raid was in 1545.
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As the threat of pirates faded, the villages prospered, catching fish and cultivating grapes. Churches were enlarged with a growing population. But until the advent of tourism in this generation, the towns remained isolated. Even today, traditions survive, and each of the five villages comes with a distinct dialect and its own proud heritage.


Sadly, a few ugly, noisy Americans give tourism a bad name here. Even hip, young residents are put off by loud, drunken tourists. They say—and I agree—that the Cinque Terre is an exceptional place. It deserves a special dignity. Party in Viareggio or Portofino, but be mellow in the Cinque Terre. Talk softly. Help keep it clean. In spite of the tourist crowds, it’s still a real community, and we are its guests.


In this chapter, I cover the five towns in order from south to north—from Riomaggiore to Monterosso. Since I still get the names of the towns mixed up, I think of them by number: #1 Riomaggiore (a workaday town), #2 Manarola (picturesque), #3 Corniglia (on a hilltop), #4 Vernazza (the region’s cover girl, the most touristy and dramatic), and #5 Monterosso al Mare (the closest thing to a beach resort of the five towns).



ARRIVAL IN THE CINQUE TERRE



By Train: Most big, fast trains from elsewhere in Italy speed right past the Cinque Terre. (There are some exceptions: A few IC trains go directly from Milan to Monterosso and from Pisa to La Spezia and Monterosso.) Unless you’re coming from a nearby town, you’ll have to change trains at least once to reach Manarola, Corniglia, or Vernazza.
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Generally, if you’re coming from the north, you’ll change trains in Sestri Levante or Genoa (specifically, Genoa’s Piazza Principe station). If you’re coming from the south or east, you’ll probably switch trains in La Spezia (change at La Spezia Centrale station—don’t make the mistake of getting off at La Spezia Migliarina). No matter where you’re coming from, it’s best to check in the station before you leave to see your full schedule and route options (use the computerized kiosks or ask at a ticket window). For more information on riding the train between Cinque Terre towns, see “Getting Around the Cinque Terre,” later.


By Car: If you’re driving in the Cinque Terre (but, given the narrow roads and lack of parking, I wouldn’t), see “Cinque Terre Connections” at the end of this chapter for directions. For parking, see the “By Car” sections in each village.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


The ideal stay is two or three full days; my recommended minimum stay is two nights and a completely uninterrupted day. Speed demons arrive in the morning, check their bags in La Spezia, ride a train to their starting point, take the five-hour hike through all five towns (depending on which trails are open), laze away the afternoon on the beach or rock of their choice, and zoom away on a high-speed evening or overnight train to somewhere back in the real world. But be warned: The Cinque Terre has a strange way of messing up your momentum. (The evidence is the number of Americans who have fallen in love with the region and/or one of its residents...and are still here.) Frankly, staying fewer than two nights is a mistake that you’ll likely regret.


The towns are just a few minutes apart by hourly train or boat. There’s no checklist of sights or experiences—just a hike, the towns themselves, and your fondest vacation desires. Study this chapter in advance and piece together your best day, mixing hiking, swimming, trains, and a boat ride. For the best light, coolest temperatures, and fewest crowds, start your hike early.


Market days perk up the towns from around 8:00 to 13:00 on Tuesday in Vernazza, Wednesday in Levanto, Thursday in Monterosso, Friday in La Spezia and Santa Margherita Ligure, and Saturday in Sestri Levante. (Levanto, Sestri Levante, La Spezia, and Santa Margherita Ligure are covered in the next chapter.)




Cinque Terre at a Glance


▲Riomaggiore (Town #1) The biggest and most workaday of the five villages. See here.





▲Manarola (Town #2) Waterfront village dotted with a picturesque mix of shops, houses, and vineyards. See here.





▲Corniglia (Town #3) Quiet hilltop village known for its cooler temperatures (it’s the only one of the five villages not on the coast), few tourists, and tradition of fine wines. See here.





▲▲▲Vernazza (Town #4) The region’s gem, crowned with a ruined castle above and a lively waterfront cradling a natural harbor below. See here.





▲▲Monterosso al Mare (Town #5) Resorty, flat, and spread out, with a charming old town, a modern new town, and the region’s best beaches, swimming, and nightlife. See here.





The winter is really dead—most hotels and some restaurants close from January to March. The long Easter weekend (March 25-28 in 2016), May, June, and September are the peak of peak periods—the toughest times to find rooms. July (when the heat keeps away many potential hikers) and August (vacation time hasn’t started yet) can be surprisingly light. In spring, the towns can feel inundated with Italian school groups day-tripping on excursions (they can’t afford to sleep in this expensive area).


For more information on the region, see www.cinqueterre.it.


CINQUE TERRE PARK CARDS


Visitors hiking between the towns on coastal trails need to pay a park entrance fee. You have two options: the Cinque Terre Trekking Card or the Cinque Terre Treno Multi-Service Card. Both are valid until midnight on the expiration date and include free Wi-Fi at train stations. Write your name on your card or risk a fine. The configuration and pricing of these cards is often in flux—be aware that the following details may change before your visit. Those under 18 or over 70 get a discount, as do families of four or more (see www.parconazionale5terre.it).


The Cinque Terre Trekking Card costs €7.50 for one day of hiking or €14.50 for two days (covers trails and ATC shuttle buses plus a few other extras but does not cover trains; buy at trailheads and at most train stations, no validation required).




The Cinque Terre National Park: Peaks and Valleys


Founded in 1999, the Cinque Terre National Marine Park was intended to get everyone thinking creatively about how to improve the area for the good of nature, the local communities, and its many visitors. The park designation has brought with it plenty of good things: money (in the form of trail fees), new regulations to protect wildlife, park-sponsored information centers at each train station, shuttle buses to help hikers reach distant trailheads, and improved walkways, trails, beaches, breakwaters, and docks.


But, perhaps predictably, the system has been corrupted by power and money. A charismatic and visionary past park president, nicknamed “The Pharaoh,” made great inroads before poisoning the process with cronyism, forcing him to leave office in disgrace. Frequent landslides cut off trails—the main reason many people come here—and repairs are excruciatingly slow. Local grassroots movements (including Save Vernazza—see here—and a ragtag crew of Manarolans who donated their time to clear a scenic trail) have arguably done more to promote and preserve the Cinque Terre than has the park, even with its substantial budget. The latest park president, a retired sea admiral, is determined to make the park work. But given this region’s old-fashioned ways and recent history of bureaucratic failure, no one is counting on it.


Keep in mind that the Cinque Terre is a moving target. Don’t be surprised if park details (including entrance fees, shuttle buses, information desks, and so on) have changed by the time you visit.





The Cinque Terre Treno Multi-Service Card covers what the Cinque Terre Trekking Card does, plus local trains from Levanto to La Spezia (including all Cinque Terre towns). It’s sold at TIs inside train stations, but not at trailheads (€12/1 day, €23/2 days, validate card at train station by punching it in the machine). To break even with this card, you’d have to hike and take three train trips every day.


GETTING AROUND THE CINQUE TERRE


Within the Cinque Terre, you can connect towns in three ways: by train, boat, or foot. Trains are cheaper, boats are more scenic, and hiking lets you enjoy more pasta. From a practical point of view, you should consider supplementing the often frustrating trains with the sometimes more convenient boats. The Via dell’Amore trail between Riomaggiore and Manarola is a delight and takes just a few minutes (if it’s open), making the train not worth the wait.


By Train


By train, the five towns are just a few minutes apart. Along the coast here, trains go in only two directions: “per [to] Genova” (the Italian spelling of Genoa), northbound; or “per La Spezia,” southbound.


Tickets: Most rides within the region cost about €2. These tickets are good for 75 minutes in one direction, so you could conceivably use one for a brief stopover. A 40-kilometer ticket is good for six hours in one direction (€4). Buy tickets at the train station at the ticket window or Cinque Terre park desk, or from machines on the platform. Be sure to validate your ticket before you board by stamping it in the green-and-white machines located on train platforms and elsewhere in the station. Conductors here are notorious for levying stiff fines on tourists riding with a good but unstamped ticket. You can buy several tickets at once and use them as you like, validating as you go. If you have a Eurail Pass, don’t spend one of your valuable travel days on the cheap Cinque Terre.
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Schedule: Trains run about hourly in each direction, connecting all five towns. Since the train is the Cinque Terre’s lifeline, shops, hotels, and restaurants often post the current schedule, and many also hand out copies of it. I find the printed schedules tricky since certain departures listed are for only weekdays, only Sundays, and so on (check the key carefully). Rather than rely on printed schedules, locals stop by the station and check the real-time TV monitors to see the next departure time—these are the best, most current source.


Important: Any train stopping at Vernazza, Corniglia, or Manarola is going to all the towns. Trains from Monterosso, Riomaggiore, or La Spezia sometimes skip lesser stations, so confirm that the train will stop at the town you need.


At the Platform: Convenient TV monitors posted at several places in each station clearly show what times the next trains in each direction are leaving (and, if they’re late—in ritardo—how many minutes late they are expected to be). On the monitors, northbound trains are marked for Genova, Levanto, or Sestri Levante; southbound trains are marked for La Spezia or Sarzana. (Most northbound trains that stop at all Cinque Terre towns will list Sestri Levante as the destinazione.) To be sure you get on the right train, it helps to know your train’s number and final destination.




Pickpocket Alert


At peak times the Cinque Terre can be notoriously crowded, and pickpockets dressed as tourists and locals aggressively and expertly work the most congested areas. Be on guard, especially in train stations, on train platforms, and on the trains themselves during any crush of people. Keep your things zipped up and buttoned down.





Assuming you’re on vacation, accept the unpredictability of Cinque Terre trains—they’re often late, unless you are, too, in which case they’re on time. Relax while you wait—buy an ice cream or cup of coffee at a station bar. Scout the platform you need in advance, and then, when the train comes, casually walk over and hop on. This is especially easy in Monterosso, with its fine café-with-a-view on track #1 (direction: Milano/Genova), and in Vernazza, where you can hang out at the Blue Marlin Bar with a prepaid drink and dash when the train pulls in.


Getting Off: Know your stop. As the train leaves the town just before your destination, go to the door and get ready to slip out before the mobs flood in (making it impossible to get off). A word to the wise for novice tourists, who often miss their stop: The stations are small and the trains are long, so (especially in Vernazza) you might have to get off deep in a tunnel. Also, the doors don’t open automatically—you may have to open the handle of the door yourself (twist the black handle, or lift up the red one). If a door isn’t working, get a local’s help or go quickly to the next car to leave.


Alternative: In calm weather, boats connect the towns about as frequently as the trains, though at different times; if you’re in a rush, take whichever form of transport is leaving first.


By Boat


From Easter through October, a daily boat service connects Monterosso, Vernazza, Manarola, Riomaggiore, and Portovenere. Though they can be very crowded, these boats provide a scenic way to get from town to town and survey where you just hiked. And boats offer the only efficient way to visit the nearby resort of Portovenere (see next chapter); the alternative is a tedious train-bus connection via La Spezia. In peaceful weather, boats can be more reliable than trains, but if seas are rough, they don’t run at all. Because the boats nose in and tourists have to gingerly disembark onto little more than a plank, even a small chop can cancel some or all of the stops.
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I see the tour boats as a syringe, injecting each town with a boost of euros. The towns are addicted, and they shoot up hourly through the summer. (Between 10:00 and 15:00—especially on weekends—masses of gawkers unload from boats, tour buses, and recently, cruise ships, inundating the villages and changing the feel of the region.)


Boats depart Monterosso about hourly (10:30-18:00), stopping at the Cinque Terre towns (except at Corniglia) and ending up an hour later in Portovenere. (Portovenere-Monterosso boats run 8:50-18:00.) The ticket price depends on the length of the boat ride (ranging from €4 for a very short ride between towns, to €10 between towns farther apart, up to €15 for a five-town, one-way ticket with stops; a five-town all-day pass costs €20). Round-trip tickets are slightly cheaper than two one-way trips. You can buy tickets at little stands at each town’s harbor (tel. 0187-732-987 and 0187-818-440). Another all-day boat pass for €26 extends to Portovenere and includes a 40-minute scenic ride around three small islands (2/day). Boats are not covered by Cinque Terre park cards. Boat schedules are posted at docks, harbor bars, Cinque Terre park offices, and hotels (www.navigazionegolfodeipoeti.it).


By Shuttle Bus


ATC shuttle buses (which locals call pulmino) connect each Cinque Terre town with its closest parking lot and various points in the hills. The one you’re most likely to use runs between Corniglia’s train station and its hilltop town center. Note that these shuttle buses do not connect the towns with each other. Most rides cost €1.50 one-way (€2.50 from driver, free with Cinque Terre park card). You can ask about tickets and bus schedules at park info offices or TIs, or note the times posted at bus stops, but be aware that shuttle service is quite unreliable. Confirm the details carefully before planning your day around the bus. Note that shuttles may not run from 12:30 to 15:00, when they break for lunch. As you board, it’s smart to tell the driver where you want to go. Departures often coordinate with train arrival times. Some (but not all) departures from Vernazza, Manarola, and Riomaggiore go beyond the parking lots and high into the hills. To soak in the scenery, you can ride up and hike down, or pay €3 for a round-trip ride (€5 on board) and just cruise both ways (30-45 minutes round-trip).


Hiking the Cinque Terre


All five towns are connected by good trails, marked with red-and-white paint, white arrows, and some signs. Sentiero means trail. The region has several numbered sentieri, but most visitors stick to the main coastal trail that connects the villages—that’s trail #2 (described in the next section). For extra credit, get local advice for detours to dramatic hilltop sanctuaries. I’ve outlined my favorite non-#2 hike, from Manarola over Volastra to Corniglia, later.




Events in the Cinque Terre in 2016


For more festival information and to confirm dates, check www.cinqueterre.it and www.turismoinliguria.it. The food festivals in particular are subject to change.










	March 27-28

	All towns: Easter Sunday and Monday






	April 25

	All towns: Italian Liberation Day (stay away from the Cinque Terre this day, as locals literally shut down the trails)






	May 1

	All towns: Labor Day (another local holiday that packs the place mostly with day- trippers)






	Mid-May

	Monterosso: Lemon Festival






	May 5

	All towns: Ascension Day






	Mid-June

	Monterosso: Anchovy Festival






	May 29

	Monterosso and Vernazza: Feast of Corpus Domini (procession on carpet of flowers; second Sun after Pentecost)






	June 24

	Riomaggiore and Monterosso: Feast day of St. John the Baptist (procession and fireworks; big fire on Monterosso’s old town beach the day before)






	June 29

	Corniglia: Feast day of Sts. Peter and Paul






	July 20

	Vernazza: Feast day of patron saint, St. Margaret, with fireworks






	Early Aug

	Vernazza: Feast of Nostra Signora di






	(first Sun)

	Reggio (hike up to Reggio Sanctuary for food and church procession)






	Aug 10

	Manarola: Feast day of patron saint, St. Lawrence






	Aug 14

	Monterosso: Fireworks on eve of feast of the Assumption






	Aug 15

	All towns: Feast of the Assumption (Ferragosto)






	Mid-Sept

	Monterosso: Anchovies and Olive Oil Festival










Trail Closures: Trails can be closed in bad weather or due to landslides. Before planning your hiking day, carefully confirm whether any of the trail segments are closed. Official closures are noted on the national park website (www.parconazionale5terre.it) and are posted at the park-information desks in each town’s train station. Very often a trail is “officially” closed—meaning that its ticket desk is closed—but still perfectly hikable (at your own risk). Ask locals or fellow hikers for the latest on which trails are actually passable and which aren’t.
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Hiking Conditions: Other than the wide, easy Riomaggiore-Manarola segment, the coastal trail is generally narrow, steep, rocky, and comes with lots of challenging steps. I get many emails from readers who say the trail was tougher than they’d expected. The rocks and metal grates can be slippery in the rain (I’d avoid the very steep Monterosso-Vernazza stretch if it’s wet). Don’t venture up on these rocky cliffs without sun protection or water. While the trail is challenging, it’s perfectly doable for any fit hiker...and worth the sweat.


When to Go: The coastal trail can be very crowded (and very hot) at midday. The best times to hike are early in the day (before the crowds and heat hit) and late in the day. Before setting out for an evening hike, find out what time the sun sets, and leave yourself plenty of time to arrive at your destination before then; after dark, there’s no lighting on the trails.


Navigation: Maps aren’t necessary for the basic coastal hikes described here. But for the expanded version of this hike (12 hours, from Portovenere to Levanto) and more serious hikes in the high country, pick up a good hiking map (about €5, sold everywhere). The Cinque Terre Walking Guide (by a German publisher, but sold locally in an English-language edition for about €15) is worth seeking out for anyone planning a serious hike.


Give a Hoot: To leave the park cleaner than you found it, bring a plastic bag (sacchetto di plastica) and pick up a little trail trash along the way. It would be great if American visitors—who get so much joy out of this region—were known for this good deed.


Weather: As in many communities whose livelihoods are tied to the sea, locals have names for the different types of winds: Scirocco is a cloudy, warm, southeasterly wind from North Africa; it carries sand from the Sahara, which makes a mess as it scatters over the land. The scirocco causes a condition called macaia—sticky, heavy, wet, still, and overcast weather believed to put everyone in a rotten mood. Conversely, the tramontana is a cool, clear, refreshing, northerly breeze that comes “across the mountains,” bringing sunny weather and calm seas. The libeccio wind, from the southwest (and named for Libya), means “sun but big waves.” The maestrale is a stiff westerly that generally comes with sunny weather (and isn’t as intense as France’s notorious mistral). And grecale is a strong, cold, northeasterly wind from Russia that produces chilly drizzle and sometimes snow in the mountains.




Cruise Ship Travelers Not Welcome in the Cinque Terre


In the past couple of years, cruise lines have begun offering Cinque Terre excursions from Livorno (the port for Florence) and have even been stopping in La Spezia specifically to tour the five towns. While cruisers have the right to enjoy every corner of the beautiful Mediterranean, it just makes no sense for cruise lines to dump literally thousands of travelers on a place like the Cinque Terre, which doesn’t have the infrastructure for huge crowds. But by the nature of the cruise industry, it’s either thousands or nobody; there’s no middle ground. When the cruise ships are in, the Cinque Terre trails become almost impassable, and the towns’ tiny main lanes become literal human traffic jams. Sure, those cruise travelers can then cross the Cinque Terre off their proverbial “bucket list.” But nobody arriving with a cruise ship full of tourists can really experience the Cinque Terre. Locals don’t like cruise tourists, and that feeling grows stronger every year. It’s just a very bad scene. Please, visit on your own. But don’t try to experience the villages and fragile trails of the Cinque Terre as part of a cruise ship mob. I love cruising. And I love the Cinque Terre. But in my Rick Steves Mediterranean Cruise Ports guidebook I barely mention the Cinque Terre. They just don’t mix.





The Coastal Trail


As of late 2015, the hiking trail from Monterosso to Vernazza is open, the trail from Vernazza to Corniglia is perfectly passable but officially closed, and the trail from Corniglia to Manarola and to Riomaggiore (the famed Via dell’Amore) is closed and physically unpassable. Check locally for updates as trail conditions may change before your visit.


If all of the main trails are open, the entire seven-mile coastal hike (on trail #2, with lots of ups and downs between Corniglia and Monterosso) can be done in about four hours, but allow five for dawdling. Germans (with their task-oriented Alpenstock walking sticks) are notorious for marching too fast through the region. Take it slow...smell the cactus flowers and herbs, notice the scurrying lizards, listen to birds singing in the olive groves, and enjoy vistas on all sides.


If you’re hiking the full five-town route, consider these factors: The trail between Riomaggiore (#1) and Manarola (#2) is easiest (when open). The hike between Manarola and Corniglia (#3) has minor hills (for a much steeper, more scenic alternative, consider detouring higher up, via Volastra—described later). The trail from Corniglia to Vernazza (#4) is demanding, and the path from Vernazza to Monterosso (#5) is the most challenging. Starting in Monterosso allows you to tackle the toughest section (with lots and lots of steep, narrow stairs) while you’re fresh—and to enjoy some of the region’s most dramatic scenery as you approach Vernazza. Remember that hikers need to pay a fee to enter the trails (see “Cinque Terre Park Cards,” earlier).
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