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DAILY REMINDERS


Only in Milan can you step outside of a 4th-century church to find a narrow alleyway covered in street art, with all-you-can-eat sushi restaurants next to aperitivo bars, and edgy concept stores next to stores selling handmade leather goods. If Rome is the Italian city of history, and Florence is the Italian city of art, then Milan is the Italian city of design, diversity, and opportunity. Milan offers classic Italian culture, from Gothic churches and Renaissance art to pizzerias, wine bars, and gelato; but it’s also the only city in Italy that blends its historic heritage with modernism and internationalism in equal measure.


The city center is rich with historic sights, from the Duomo to La Scala, but the uniqueness of the city lies in the different cultures and communities that make up the individual neighborhoods and districts. Between all of them, it’s easy for any visitor to find a little corner that feels almost like a home away from home.


Traveling just an hour or two outside of the city gives you access to some of the most beautiful and charming lakes in the world. The villages dotting the shores of Lake Como provide old-world charm and idyllic views. The lush and colorful islands of Lake Maggiore take you back to another time in Italian history, and the “king of lakes,” Lake Garda, offers a little bit of everything from mountain views and sandy beaches to Roman ruins and wine villages. For a bit more tranquility with just as much charm and beauty, head to the smaller lakes in the region like Lake Molveno, Lake Orta, and Lake Iseo.


Regardless of your interests, you’re bound to find something to suit you here—no other region blends history with modernity and cosmopolitan glamour with natural beauty in quite the same way.



MY FAVORITE EXPERIENCES
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1 Getting an unparalleled aerial view of Milan and its bustling piazzas and streets from the roof of the Duomo or with a drink in hand at the Galleria.
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2 Strolling down the Navigli canals in Milan, and popping into the little boutiques and concept stores by up-and-coming designers.
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3 Mingling with locals, sipping on cocktails, and nibbling on finger foods during a lively aperitivo hour.
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4 Admiring The Last Supper, Leonardo da Vinci’s famous mural painting and one of Milan’s stand-out sights. Don’t forget to reserve your tickets far in advance.
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5 Shopping ’til you drop in Milan: From luxury Italian clothing and shoes on Via Montenapoleone, to edgier, local goods in the Brera district, and more wallet-friendly finds in Chinatown, there’s something for every taste and budget.
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6 Village-hopping along the idyllic shores of Lake Como, taking a ferry from one charming, postcard-perfect town to another.
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7 Losing yourself in the old-world charm of the Borromean Islands of Lake Maggiore, with their colorful and lush Italian gardens and glamorous palazzos.
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8 Sipping a glass of Franciacorta wine at one of the wineries along the Franciacorta wine road near Lake Iseo.
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9 Discovering the range of outdoor activities at Lake Garda, from windsurfing lessons to walking through the caves of the Varone waterfalls to paragliding off the top of Monte Baldo.
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10 Enjoying a gelato on a shaded bench and people-watching in Piazza Motta, the heart of Orta San Giulio, a medieval town on the shores of Lake Orta.
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11 Canoeing the turquoise waters of Lake Molveno, where there are no large motorized boats to disrupt your peace and quiet.







[image: image]


12 Riding up to the top of a mountain, whether on the Funicular Monte Brè by Lake Lugano or the Funivia Molveno-Pradel-Croz dell’Altissimo by Lake Molveno, to take in the glorious panoramic views of the Italian lakes.
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13 Picnicking on the manicured green lawns of Parco Civico-Ciani right by the glacial blue waters of Lake Lugano, with the beautiful Swiss Alps as a backdrop.






EXPLORE MILAN & BEYOND



THE BEST OF MILAN & LAKE COMO


To get a taste of the city and a lakeside getaway, spend two days in Milan and two days on Lake Como. With this itinerary, only public transportation is needed.


DAY 1:


Spend your first day in Milan by the city center, where you can visit some of the major sights and soak in the city’s bustling atmosphere.


▪  Start your day off with an espresso and a sweet pastry at a local café in the city center.


▪  Stroll down Via Montenapoleone, window-shopping at the flagship stores for some of the most prominent Italian fashion brands such as Prada, Gucci, and Valentino.


▪  Head to Piazza del Duomo, then spend an hour or two exploring the roof of the Duomo, where you can catch unparalleled views of the city from above.


▪  Grab lunch at one of the many restaurants surrounding the Duomo, such as upscale Berton or the traditional A Santa Lucia.




IF YOU HAVE…


• One day: Stick to Milan’s busy Duomo district, which is full of stunning historic attractions. If you have time, take a short walk to Milan’s Sforza Castle, then stroll through Parco Sempione.


• Two days: Spend the first day exploring Milan’s city center and Duomo district, then take a train to Varenna on Lake Como, Stresa on Lake Maggiore, or Desenzano on Lake Garda.


• Four days: Spend two days thoroughly exploring Milan’s various neighborhoods, especially the Brera and Navigli districts, then spend a couple of days relaxing on Lake Como or Lake Garda.


• One week or more: Give yourself at least three days in Milan, then rent a car and road-trip to a couple of lakes. Lake Maggiore and Lake Orta make a good combination, as do Lake Garda and Lake Iseo.





▪  Walk off lunch with a leisurely stroll through Milan’s largest and most beloved public park, Parco Sempione. The Sforza Castle stands imposingly at the entrance of the park—go inside to discover some of the city’s history.
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Milan’s largest public park, Parco Sempione





▪  In the early evening, indulge in a modern twist on classic Italian recipes or a cocktail (or two), and nibble on some finger foods at a traditional Milanese aperitivo hour in a nearby bar, like Deseo.


▪  And if you’re still hungry, there’s nothing like ending your night with a delicious meal at a neighborhood pizzeria.


DAY 2:


Sample the city’s art and design scene on your second day in Milan.


▪  After breakfasting at your hotel, head to the Brera Picture Gallery, the city’s most famous Italian picture gallery. You can also take a stroll through Milan’s most endearing library, the Braidense National Library, which is in the same building.


▪  Stop into Pisacco for lunch, one of the most talked-about restaurants in the city. Sample the city’s art and design scene on your second day in Milan.


▪  Head to 10 Corso Como, a complex with galleries, shops, a café, and a bookstore—a distillation of Milan’s art, design, and cultural scene in one place. Go to the garden and enjoy an espresso with some intricately decorated cookies or up to the rooftop garden for a cocktail.


▪  Finish your afternoon with some shopping in the local boutiques, concept shops, and vintage stores in the Ticinese and Navigli districts.


▪  Call the canals of Navigli home for the evening, barhopping between several places that host lively aperitivo, such as Maya on the small canal.




WHERE TO GO FROM MILAN
























	If You Want...

	Destination

	Why Go

	Distance from Milan

	Travel Time

	How Long To Stay










	A quick trip outside Milan

	Monza

	Tour the royal villa and see fast cars at the late-summer Italian Grand Prix

	15 km/9 mi

	10-20 minutes by train

	half day






	Beauty, elegance, and la dolce vita

	Lake Como

	Admire the Alps from a hilly lakeside village, like Bellagio, Como, or Menaggio

	50 km/31 mi

	To Varenna: 1 hour by train

	overnight






	To Lecco: 40 minutes by train






	To Como: 40-50 minutes by train






	Lake Iseo

	Explore Europe’s largest lake island, Monte Isola, with charming fishing villages and winding pathways full of ancient churches

	100 km/62 mi

	1-1 hour 15 minutes total by train: 35-45 minutes to Brescia, then 30 minutes from Brescia to Iseo by train

	one day






	Lake Maggiore

	Explore the Borromean Islands, especially the lush gardens of Isola Bella

	90 km/56 mi

	To Stresa: 55 minutes by freccia; 1.5 hours by regional train

	one day






	A mix of culture and nature

	Lugano

	Get a taste of Swiss culture with a distinctly Mediterannean twist at this blue glacial lake

	80 km/50 mi

	1 hour 15 minutes by Eurocity train; 1 hour 10 minutes by Tilo train

	overnight






	Outdoor adventures

	Lake Garda

	Enjoy all that the “king of lakes” has to offer, from water sports and amusement parks to panoramic views and hiking atop Monte Baldo

	Descenzano (south): 121 km/75 mi

	Descenzano: 50 minutes to 1 hour 10 minutes by train

	overnight






	Riva del Garda (north): 170 km/105 mi

	Riva del Garda: 2 hours 30 minutes by car






	Lake Molveno

	Relax by the emerald waters of the lake, or head up into the Dolomite mountains for a day of outdoor fun.

	250 km/155 mi

	3 hours by car

	overnight






	A Hidden Gem

	Lake Orta

	Wander the medieval village of Orta San Giulio and the charming colorful lake island, Isola Giulio—without the crowds.

	80 km/50 mi

	1 hour 15 minutes by car

	one day












DAY 3:


Head to Lake Como, then village-hop around the lake by ferry.


▪  Grab an early train from Milan’s Central Station to Varenna, then spend your morning exploring Villa Cipressi, strolling through the beautiful gardens full of cypress trees.


▪  Take a boat to Bellagio and enjoy lunch at one of the local eateries in the center of the village, such as Terrazza Barchetta.


▪  Spend two or three hours of your afternoon wandering around charming Bellagio, which is full of local boutiques, gelaterias, and lakeside bars for you to grab a glass of wine and admire the lake as well as the surrounding mountains.


▪  Take the ferry to the small village of Menaggio on the lake’s western shore, and pop into the small Church of Santa Marta for a moment of quiet reflection.


▪  Linger over a dinner of local cuisine at Osteria Il Pozzo.


▪  Call Menaggio home for the evening. For a luxurious night, stay at the Grand Hotel Menaggio, which has an on-site wellness center and balconies overlooking the lake. If you’re looking for something less expensive, try the family-run Hotel Garni Corona.



DAY 4:



Visit the city of Como on Lake Como before heading back to Milan for the evening.


▪  Start your morning by grabbing a quick breakfast at one of the cafés in the colorful lakeside square in Menaggio.


▪  Hop on a ferry to the city of Como, then spend your morning exploring the city center, visiting the historically important Duomo, and browsing through local shops selling the famous Como silk products.


▪  Grab lunch in the city center at Osteria L’Angolo del Silenzio, serving homemade pastas, fresh lake fish, and more.


▪  In the afternoon, take the Brunate Funicular up to the village of Brunate, for jaw-dropping views of the lake from high above.


▪  Once you’re back down on the lakefront, grab a train back to Milan’s Porta Garibaldi station. From there, walk through the beautifully designed Piazza Gae Aulenti on your way to dinner at one of the restaurants in the Porta Nuova neighborhood, such as Il Solferino.



BEST OF THE LAKES



If you want to skip Milan altogether and spend your trip hopping around the various lakes, the best and easiest way to do so is to rent a car. This itinerary hits the four largest Italian lakes from west to east, but can easily be done in the opposite direction.


DAY 1:


On your first day, travel back in time while exploring the Borromean Islands on Lake Maggiore.
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Floating atop Lake Maggiore, Isola Bella’s botanical gardens are a lush green getaway surrounded by calming waters.





▪  Hop on a train from Milan’s Central Station to Stresa, then head straight to the ferry station on the lakefront to purchase a ticket for all three islands.


▪  Head to Isola Madre and spend an hour or two exploring the Palazzo Borromeo and the colorful botanical gardens.


▪  Catch a ferry to Isola dei Pescatori, and enjoy a leisurely lunch of traditional Northern Italian food.


▪  Take a brisk stroll around the island, and make sure to pop your head into the historic Church of San Vittore before you leave.


▪  Take a ferry to the third and final island, Isola Bella, then walk through the grand Palazzo Borromeo and the lush, multi-level Borromean gardens.


▪  End your day by heading back to Stresa for the evening for a relaxing drink and dinner overlooking the waters of the lake.




IF YOU LIKE…


• Art and design: Visit The Last Supper, the Brera district, and the streets of Isola in Milan. On Lake Lugano, visit the LAC Lugano Arts & Culture.


• Wine: Hit one of the dozens of upscale wine bars (enotecas) in Milan. Better yet, head to Lake Iseo, and hit the local wine road to immerse yourself in the heart of the Franciacorta wine region.


• Luxury: In Milan, visit the flagship stores for all the major luxury brands along Via Montenapoleone, and book a room or suite at Palazzo Parigi or Chateau Monfort. Bask in the baroque glory and lush gardens of the Borromean Islands on Lake Maggiore. Spend a relaxing weekend at the luxurious Villa Cipressi in Varenna or Villa Serbelloni on Lake Garda, or for something a little more low-key with just as much elegance (if not more), stay at Villa Crespi on Lake Orta.


• Small-town charm: Go village-hopping in Lake Como, or to escape the crowds, head to the charming medieval village of Orta San Giulio in Lake Orta.


• Outdoor recreation: Rent a bike using the public bike-sharing service in Milan, BikeMi, to explore the city on two wheels. Head to Lake Garda for a number of family-friendly activities such as boating, hiking, paragliding, swimming, and more. To enjoy the outdoors without the crowds, head to Lake Molveno.





DAY 2:


Spend your second day village-hopping around Lake Como.


▪  Drive to Menaggio from Stresa (roughly 1 hour and 45 minutes), then spend your morning in this charming lakeside village on Lake Como.


▪  Ride the Trombetta Express, a small trolley that plies western shore of Lake Como, stopping in Menaggio, Cadenabbia, and Tremezzzo multiple times a day in the high season. Hop on and off as much as you like with a day pass.


▪  End your day back in Menaggio with a meal at Il Ristorante di Paolo, then stay the night at one of the many hotels.


DAY 3:


Head to Lake Iseo to see Europe’s largest lake island, Monte Isola.


▪  Jumpstart your morning with a two-hour road trip from Menaggio to Iseo on Lake Iseo, which you’ll call home for the day.


▪  Take the ferry to Monte Isola, and explore the largest lake island in Europe. Starting at the Church of San Michele in Peschiera Maraglio, slowly make your way around the footpath on the island’s edge.


▪  Have lunch on the waterfront at La Foresta.


▪  Head back to Iseo, and rent a bike for a ride through the Franciacorta wine region. Stop into a winery or two for a tasting and tour.


▪  Have dinner and spend the night at the intimate I Due Roccoli. Book your table and room in advance to make sure you don’t miss this spot during the high season.



DAY 4:



On your fourth day, head to the southern tip of Lake Garda.


▪  Start bright and early with a 45-minute drive to Desenzano del Garda, on the southern end of Lake Garda, which has been a popular getaway since the 1st century.


▪  Head to the waterfront, then grab a boat to Sirmione to explore the Rocca Scaligera castle and Roman ruins of Grotte di Catullo.


▪  For lunch, head to La Cambusa back on Desenzano for a robust tagliere plate.


▪  Spend your afternoon roaming around Desenzano, exploring the ruins of Villa Romana and popping into a few local stores for some shopping.


▪  Head to the waterfront and grab a seat and a gelato at one of the handful of gelaterias lining the shore.


▪  Grab dinner at Molin22, one of the highest-rated restaurants in Desenzano, serving quality Italian food near the waters of Lake Garda.


DAY 5:


Spend your last day enjoying the outdoors in the beautiful Lake Garda area.


▪  Kick off your final day with a 1.25-hour drive from Desenzano del Garda up to Malcesine on the northeastern end of Lake Garda.
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Malcesine’s shoreline is always bustling with travelers and locals relaxing near the water.





▪  Spend your morning on Monte Baldo, grabbing the cable car to the top and hiking or paragliding down.


▪  Head back down to Malcesine for lunch at Michelin-starred Ristorante Vecchia Malcesine or another Italian restaurant serving local cuisine.


▪  Spend your afternoon on the water, either kayaking or trying your hand at windsurfing with Europa Surf & Sail.


▪  In the late afternoon, relax at the Lido Paina, a public beach near the center of town, and cool down with a granita or gelato.


▪  Finish a long day with a hearty meal at Speck & Stube, creating your own personalized meal full of meats and veggies.



BEFORE YOU GO



WHEN TO GO


To avoid the hordes of tourists, sweltering temperatures, and long lines, visit Milan and the lakes in April, May, September, or October, when the weather is warm but not miserably hot. The summer season isn’t yet in full swing, so you can avoid many of the families traveling with children during summer break.


In the peak of summer (June-Aug.), temperatures range 17-29ºC (63-85ºF). Although the average high temperature may not seem that high, the region is fairly humid and crowded in the summer, so packing yourself into metro cars, trams, and trains along with hundreds of other travelers may not be appealing.


November through mid-March is considered off season, as it’s quite cold, with temperatures ranging -1º-4ºC (30-40ºF), and the chances of local shops and restaurants being open are hit or miss in most villages along the major lakes.


If you’re a fan of fashion, stop by in September to experience Vogue’s Fashion Night Out and the Fall Fashion Week, a truly authentic and lively experience that is unique to the city. Avoid visiting the area in August, as most Italians escape the heat for long vacations on the beach or in the mountains, so businesses may be closed for weeks at a time and public transportation runs less frequently.
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a view of Varenna’s waterfront from the ferry to Bellagio







WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW


• Currency: Euro (€)


• Conversion rate: €1 = $1.14 or £0.91, but this number fluctuates daily, so do a quick search before you go.


• Entry requirements: Valid passport that does not expire for the duration of your trip. No visa is required if you are from the United States, United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, or South Africa unless you plan on staying in the Schengen zone for longer than a 90-day period. Visitors from EU countries only need a valid EU identity card.


• Emergency numbers: 112: carabinieri (local military police) and emergency police assistance; 116: A.C.I. (Italian Automobile Club) Roadside Assistance; 118: medical emergencies and ambulance; 12: telephone directory


• Time zone: (GMT+2), Central European Time (CET)


• Electrical system: 220-240 volt system, round 2-pin plugs


• Opening hours: Restaurants: 12pm-2:30pm and 7pm-10:30pm; attractions and churches: 10am-6pm; some places closed on Sundays or Mondays





GETTING THERE


BY AIR


Book your air travel as far as possible in advance for the best prices. There are direct flights to Milan from several international cities, including New York, Miami, Atlanta, London, Frankfurt, and almost any other major European city. Most commercial airlines like American Airlines, Emirates, British Airways, Delta, Alitalia, and more fly in and out of the Malpensa and Linate airports, while the budget airline Easy Jet flies in and out of Malpensa.


BY TRAIN


Milan’s Central Station has frequent arriving and departing freccia (fast) trains from major Italian and European cities, including Paris and Zurich. Tickets should be reserved online 3-6 months in advance to ensure best prices and seat reservation.
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Passengers travel through the impressive Centrale Railway Station in Milan





Most trains to the lakes are run by either Trenitalia, Italy’s main train company, or Trenord, northern Italy’s train company. Tickets for both companies can be purchased on www.trenitalia.com or at most (but not all) train stations throughout the city and at the lakes. Train tickets from France can be purchased from SNCF (www.sncf.com) and tickets from Switzerland can be bought at www.sbb.ch.


There are two types of trains to the lakes: regional and freccia (fast) trains. Most people opt for regional trains: They are cheaper, there are no assigned seats so there is no cap on tickets sold, and they stop in more places. From Milan, each of the three major lakes are directly accessible by a single train. However, getting from one major lake to the other by train is not direct: It involves heading back to Milan first, then catching a train to your next lake.


BY CAR


Milan is also well connected to major highways in Italy, and is a notable stop on the A4 between Turin and Trieste and the A9/2 tollway from Basel, as well as other tollways and highways connecting to all major lakes. You will need to obtain an international driver’s license in order to drive a car in Italy, so be sure to apply for one and obtain it before your arrival. This means that, of course, you will need a valid driver’s license from your home country that does not expire during your trip. Most car rental companies require your passport and a credit card deposit in order to reserve a car, which you should do in advance using sites such as www.autoeurope.com or www.rentalcars.com.


If you’re planning on a longer getaway to the lakes, renting a car is useful. Traveling to the smaller lakes that are farther away like Lake Molveno or Lake Orta, hopping between lakes, or hopping between villages on larger lakes like Lake Garda is much easier to do by car than by train. However, parking can often be difficult, expensive, and limited the villages around the lakes.


BY BUS


Popular European bus lines such as Megabus (https://megabus.com [URL inactive]) and Flixbus (https://global.flixbus.com) offer bus routes directly from hundreds of European cities, including Paris, Zurich, Munich, Lyon, Basel, Venice, Florence, and Rome, to various bus stops in Milan. You can purchase tickets directly on the companies’ websites and prices are often as low as €5-20 per trip. The most popular stops in Milan are Milan Lampugnano and Milan Sesto San Giovanni, both of which have a corresponding metro stop.


Although FlixBus (www.flixbus.com) offers trips between Milan and several villages on the lakes, often traveling by train is quicker, and train tickets often rival bus prices.


GETTING AROUND


In general, you can travel by train to the lakes from Milan in most cases, and for the larger lakes, you can hop between most sights by ferry, with the exception of Lake Garda, which is so large that it’s best to rent a car in order to village-hop.




KEY RESERVATIONS


While most attractions and restaurants won’t require reservations, planning ahead for a few key spots will avoid putting a damper on your trip:


• The Last Supper, Milan: Book tickets as far in advance as possible, as the limited tickets per day usually sell out months ahead of time. If tickets are no longer available for the day you want to go, find a city tour through Viator or another similar travel company that includes it in its itinerary.


• Roof of the Duomo, Milan: Purchase these tickets online in advance as well, so you can avoid the long line upon your arrival


• Restaurant reservations: While most restaurants in Milan won’t require reservations for lunch, do book a table for any fine-dining establishment a few days in advance. On the lakes, dinner reservations are highly recommended, as the best restaurants in each village fill up quickly during high season.


• Freccia train tickets: Book these a few months in advance to score discounted prices. During the spring and summer, these tickets generally run out a day or so in advance during peak traveling times, so don’t wait too long to buy.





BY CAR


I don’t recommend driving around the Milan area, as traffic in the city can get hectic, and there are plenty of good public transit options in the city. Italians also tend to be more offensive drivers rather than defensive drivers, switching lanes without warning and often trying to get ahead rather than waiting patiently in traffic. Parking can often be difficult, expensive, and limited in both Milan and the villages around the lakes.


Most cars here have a manual transmission, so if that’s not something you’re comfortable with, be sure to book your rental car well in advance in order to get one with an automatic transmission. You will also need to an international driver’s license to drive in Italy, so be sure to get one before you leave if you don’t have one already.


BY METRO, TRAM, AND BUS


Within Milan, the public transportation system of metros, trams, and buses will get you nearly everywhere you need to go, making a car unnecessary and inconvenient. At Lake Como, there is a bus that connects smaller villages to a town on the train line and a charming trenino that travels up and down a portion of the western side of the lake; otherwise, land-based public transit options are nonexistent at the lakes.
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Menaggio’s shoreline offers private water taxi services to jet travelers all over the lake







BUDGETING


• Cup of coffee: €1-2


• Glass of wine: €4-8


• Gelato: €1.50-4


• Aperitivo: €10-20


• Breakfast: €3-7


• Lunch: €10-20


• Dinner: €20-40


• Pizza: €5-10


• Entrance fees for museums or art galleries: €10


• Milan public transportation: €1.50 per trip, €4.50 day pass


• Train to Lake Como: €5-12 one-way


• Train to Lake Garda: €10-20 one-way


• Train to Lake Maggiore: €10-20 one-way


• Hotel: €100 per night





BY FERRY


Most lakes are serviced by a public ferry that will take you between the major villages and lake islands. For the three major lakes, Lakes Como, Maggiore, and Garda, Gestione Navigazione Laghi (www.navigazionelaghi.it) operates the ferry services to and from a majority of the villages. Lakes Lugano, Orta, and Iseo also have public ferries. Official timetables and prices vary depending on the season, so you should always check the ferry service’s website for the most up-to-date timetables and fares.
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The old-style trams are a transportation method unique to Milan





WHAT TO PACK


The first thing to consider when packing your bag is the weather, of course, as Milan sees all four seasons: winter in late November-March, spring in April-June, summer in July-mid-September, and fall mid-September-November. Pack cold gear in the winter and summer clothes and swimwear in the warmer months, and check the weather before your trip to prepare for rain, as precipitation is not uncommon in Milan and on the surrounding lakes.


An essential item for your trip is comfortable, durable walking shoes. Despite Milan being one of the fashion capitals of the world, it’s not uncommon to see locals wearing dresses and office attire with comfortable shoes, for public transportation. If you plan on swimming in the lakes or hitting up one of the shoreline beaches, keep in mind that they are rock or pebble beaches, so bringing along a pair of sporty water shoes may be a wise idea.


You’ll also need to pack converters and adapters to accommodate European electrical outlets which take round, 2-pin plugs. For hair straighteners or blow dryers, pay close attention to how many volts are required to turn them on and use them properly. Consider searching for appliances that have the built-in 220-240 volt system plugs.


Other things to consider, depending on when you’re going and your itinerary, are sunscreen, necessary medications or a small emergency kit, bug repellent (mosquitos are common in this region in the summer), and multiple printed copies of your passport, other ID cards, and credit cards. (U.S. travelers in particular should to memorize credit card PIN numbers before departure since some transactions in Italy may require it.) During the day, carry printed copies of your passport and IDs, but leave your actual documents stored safely in a safety deposit box in your hotel. However, if you’re traveling to Lake Lugano, make sure you grab your actual passport, as you’ll be crossing the Italian-Swiss border.




DAILY REMINDERS


• In Milan, shops, restaurants, and sights are generally closed on Sundays and Mondays or have abbreviated hours.


• On the lakes, in order to ensure that not all restaurants or bars are closed on the same day, places may change their closing day to Tuesdays or Wednesdays, so be sure to check the opening hours.


• On the first Sunday or Tuesday of every month, you may find free or discounted admission to several attractions, including the civic museums of Sforza Castle in Milan, so check the website of each sight if you’re in town during the first week of the month.





If possible, obtain a few hundred euros in cash before your arrival in Milan, as converting at airports or train stations can often be expensive, and you may need cash on hand for transportation or other last-minute costs in case there are problems with your cards upon arrival.





MILAN



HIGHLIGHTS


Orientation and Planning


CITY CENTER AND DUOMO DISTRICT


CASTELLO AND SEMPIONE


TICINESE AND NAVIGLI DISTRICTS


BRERA DISTRICT


PORTA NUOVA


PORTA VENEZIA


CHINATOWN


ISOLA


SAN SIRO


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Itinerary Ideas


MILAN ON DAY 1


MILAN ON DAY 2


MILAN LIKE A LOCAL


Sights


CITY CENTER AND DUOMO DISTRICT


CASTELLO AND SEMPIONE


TICINESE AND NAVIGLI


BRERA DISTRICT


PORTA NUOVA


PORTA VENEZIA


CHINATOWN


ISOLA


Recreation


PARKS


BIKING


FOOTBALL


Entertainment and Events


CONCERTS AND LIVE MUSIC


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS
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HIGHLIGHTS


S DUOMO DI MILANO: Italy’s largest church, the Duomo sits on its throne in the heart of Milan’s city center. While the stunning exterior and interior architecture alone make it worth the visit, a walk on the cathedral’s roof, where visitors can view the city skyline and the Alps, is the top attraction (click here).


S THE GALLERIA: The world’s oldest shopping mall, the Galleria comprises four levels of luxury stores, cafés, restaurants, bars, and a skywalk stretching between the Piazza della Scala and the Piazza del Duomo; visitors can easily spend an entire afternoon strolling through this impressive mall (click here).


S LA SCALA: Italy’s most famous opera house hosts waves of performing artists and arts enthusiasts every year. Those not attending a show can still visit the theater to admire its grandeur and the museum to learn about its history (click here).


S VIA MONTENAPOLEONE: Considered the heart of Milan’s fashion district, this is the place to go for upscale shopping. Located in the city center, this narrow street is lined with shops carrying top fashion brands and footwear by famous Italian shoemakers (click here).


S CASTELLO SFORZESCO: Just a short walk from the Duomo, this 15th-century castle is now home to various civic museums, with exhibits ranging from art to archaeology (click here).


S PARCO SEMPIONE: Milan’s largest park, Parco Sempione stretches from Castello Sforzesco to Arco della Pace and offers a refreshing respite from the city’s hustle and bustle (click here).


S THE LAST SUPPER: Leonardo da Vinci’s famous mural The Last Supper is one of Milan’s standout sights, and the dark, quiet room where it dominates the front wall allows you to appreciate the rich details, if only for the allotted 15 minutes. Visitors should be sure to reserve tickets far in advance to see it (click here).


S NAVIGLI AND THE CANALS: Packed with colorful buildings, local artisan boutiques, and creative concept stores, Navigli is a great place to wander during the day, but it really comes to life after dark, with the small canals serving as the perfect backdrop for a night of barhopping (click here).


S BRERA PICTURE GALLEY: This famous picture gallery, located in the artsy Brera district, is the city’s most famous Italian art gallery. Visit this gallery for an in-depth retrospective of the art and culture of Milan (click here).


S APERITIVO HOUR: Sipping cocktails and sampling a smorgasbord of tasty snacks at a local bar is the perfect way to wind down your day in Milan (click here).





Although Milan’s rich history is steeped in traditional Italian culture, its modern identity is shaped by international influences, earning it its reputations as Italy’s “melting pot city” and “the gateway to the rest of the world.” Known as a global fashion capital, and the center of Italy’s economic power, Milan is uniquely classic yet modern, eclectic, and design-forward. An ever-changing and resilient metropolis, it has worked hard to differentiate itself from some of Italy’s, and the rest of Europe’s, most beautiful and historic cities. Although it is constantly evolving and recreating itself, it remains distinctly Milanese. For travelers wanting to experience classic Italy with a splash of the rest of Europe and the world, Milan is the perfect place to visit.


Unlike other Italian cities, Milan offers a little bit of everything—from ancient piazzas to historic monuments, expansive green spaces to high-end shopping, tranquil respites to a spirited nightlife. It is the home of Italy’s largest church, the Duomo di Milano, which sits directly next to the world’s oldest shopping mall and commands the city’s central piazza. It’s from this historic heart that the rest of the city blossoms to life.


Orientation and Planning


Unlike many medium or large cities, Milan isn’t built on a grid, but rather in concentric circles that radiate around the Piazza del Duomo. Many of Milan’s more popular neighborhoods and districts are northwest of Piazza del Duomo: Castello, Sempione, Brera, and Chinatown. North of the Duomo are Porta Nuova, Porta Venezia, and Isola. South of the Duomo are Porta Ticinese and Navigli, while San Siro lies to the west, Although all of these districts are close in proximity and the borders are blurred, each brings its own personality to the cultural makeup of Milan.


CITY CENTER AND DUOMO DISTRICT


Milan’s most historical gems are found in the Duomo district, which is the city’s most important area. It all starts in the Piazza del Duomo, the city’s heart; here, you’ll find the famous Duomo di Milano cathedral and the Galleria. This area also comprises San Babila and Via Montenapoleone. If you have just one day to get the most out of the city, this is the place to go, as it gives you a taste of Milan’s best characteristics: design, shopping, history, and elegance.
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CASTELLO AND SEMPIONE


The Castello and Sempione neighborhoods sit just west of the city center and are about a 10-minute walk from Piazza del Duomo. Castello, also referred to as the Castle district, is home to Milan’s Castello Sforzesco, and in the castle’s backyard is Milan’s largest public park, Parco Sempione. The park’s vast and vivid greenery stretches from the castle to the Arco della Pace. While a stroll through this tranquil park and the castle courtyards is completely free to the public during operating hours, consider visiting the numerous museums and collections available in both areas for a small fee.


TICINESE AND NAVIGLI DISTRICTS


Located to the south of Piazza del Duomo, occupying the edge of the city center and stretching beyond it, are the Porta Ticinese and Navigli districts, much beloved by locals. Here you’ll find some of Milan’s more eclectic neighborhoods and street culture. In many ways, this is a district of contrasts: Porta Ticinese’s Basilica of Sant’Eustorgio and Basilica San Lorenzo Maggiore and its medieval city wall contrast sharply against its street culture, street art, and other modern elements. Navigli (a district so named for the canals that are at its heart) is popular for its aperitivo venues. To reach Porta Ticinese, which sits between the Navigli and Duomo districts, start near the Colonne di San Lorenzo in the Piazza del Duomo and walk south for about 15 minutes. From Porta Ticinese, walk south for an additional five minutes to reach Navigli. Here, you’ll encounter the charming canals that characterize the district. Porta Ticinese and Navigli are the heart of Milan’s aperitivo culture, and because of their popular nightlife, they tend to attract a younger crowd.
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BRERA DISTRICT



The artsy Brera district lies just north of the historic center and east of the Castle district. To get there, take the metro Line M2 (green) to the Moscova or Lanza stops, which are both found in the heart of the district. Brera, known mostly for its shops, galleries, and vibrant nightlife, is also considered the beating heart of Milan’s art and design culture. You can enjoy everything from artisan workshops to professional art collections, from elegant dining experiences to relaxing happy hours at outdoor cafés. Brera is chic, sophisticated, and alluring, often compared to the Montmartre neighborhood of Paris. While there are a handful of standout experiences and attractions in Brera, you’re likely to pass a wonderful afternoon simply browsing the loads of boutiques and concept stores along the cobblestone streets.


PORTA NUOVA


Named after Milan’s neoclassical gate, the once industrial Porta Nuova district is now the main business hub of the city. Here, modern and international design meets traditional Italian architecture. In the late 1990s, after decades of urban decay, a team of real estate developers renovated the area in the vein of London and other post-industrial cities, turning this district into one of the city’s finer and more modern areas. Several of Milan’s skyscrapers, including Italy’s tallest—the Torre Unicredit—and luxury residences are located here. It serves as the middleman between the Brera and Porta Venezia districts and is dominated by Piazza Gae Aulenti. The best way to get to this district is by taking the metro Line M2 (green) or Line M5 (purple) to the Porta Garibaldi stop.


PORTA VENEZIA


Located north of the historic city center, Porta Venezia is roughly a 15-minute walk from Piazza del Duomo. You’ll find several metro Line M1 (red) stops in this area, including Palestro, Porta Venezia, Lima, and Loreto. Porta Venezia, which dates back to the 12th century, shares its name with the city gate, situated in the heart of the district. Like most districts in Milan, Porta Venezia lacks official lines or boundaries of demarcation. While the district itself is centuries old, most of its defining neoclassical and art nouveau architecture dates from the 1800s and 1900s, including several important old palaces and gardens. Today, the area is known for the department stores lining Corso Buenos Aires and its large public gardens. The rising influx of new immigrants and the thriving LGBT community has made this area one of the most diverse in the city.


CHINATOWN


As with most truly international cities, Milan has its very own Chinatown tucked in between the Castello and Porta Nuova districts, just north of Brera. It’s about a 25-minute walk from Piazza del Duomo, or you can take the tram 14 from the Cadorna station (on metro Line M1 [red] and Line M2 [green]) to the Via Bramante Via Sarpi stop. Although it’s much smaller than those in other major cities (it focuses mainly on just one street), it is the largest Chinatown in Italy. Despite its namesake, the cobblestone streets and colorful buildings are characteristically Italian. Visitors staying more than a day or two in Milan could devote an hour strolling through the streets of Chinatown.


ISOLA


The district of Isola, which means “island” in Italian, is a residential area that sits north of the Porta Nuova district, stretching north from Milan’s Porta Garibaldi station. (A tunnel connects the station to the district.) The neighborhood, though not surrounded by water, is separated from the surrounding districts by railroad tracks, and is like an urbanized island within the city itself. Unlike Porta Nuova and its skyscrapers, Isola maintains a local, homey feel with its long-standing neighborhood bars, shops, and restaurants. It is one of the most densely populated areas of the city, with an estimated 20,000 local residents—as such, local and community pride run deep here.
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SAN SIRO



The San Siro area is not considered a major touristy spot (it is largely residential and located outside of the city center), but if you’re a football (that is, soccer) fan wanting to catch a professional A.C. Milan or Inter match, San Siro is ranked one of the best stadiums in Europe. San Siro sits quite west from the historic center, but can be reached via metro: Take Line M5 (purple) to San Siro.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


By European standards, Milan is not considered a large city. While it is Italy’s second largest in terms of population density, it doesn’t even make the top 10 largest cities in terms of square kilometers. The city’s various modes of public transportation are frequent and reliable and serve nearly every street of the city center. Compared to neighborhoods in larger cities such as Paris, London, or Rome, Milan’s districts are quite small, making this a walkable city and easily navigable by bus, tram, or metro. In the city center, you rarely need to walk more than 10 minutes before running into a metro, bus, or tram stop.


While you can see several of Milan’s top sights and attractions in a day or two, to fully appreciate the city’s cultural complexity and unique personality, you’ll need at least three days. Plan to explore not only the Duomo district, but the other districts as well. Milan’s small, closely situated neighborhoods allow you to make anywhere in the Duomo, Brera, Porta Nuova, or Castello districts your home base. Most major sights are concentrated in these areas, and all are well served by public transportation. In the city center, you’ll find plenty of dining and accommodation options that meet the needs of most budgets. For tons of restaurants and bars at your doorstep, stick to Porta Nuova, Porta Ticinese, or Navigli. If you want a more local feel, stick to Navigli or Brera.
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Itinerary Ideas



With three days in Milan, you can see a number of the city’s top sights, indulge in world-class shopping, and experience the local art scene. With less time, you can stick to one theme or mix and match to get a little bit of everything.


MILAN ON DAY 1


If you’re spending just one day in Milan, it’s best to focus on the Duomo district to get a little taste of the city’s sights and culture.


1 To fuel up for a day of sightseeing, grab a cappuccino or espresso and a pastry at the historic Armani Caffè, located directly outside the Montenapoleone metro stop.


2 From there, stroll along Via Montenapoleone, Milan’s iconic narrow street lined with the flagship stores of Italy’s most popular and exclusive brands as well as boutiques of famous Italian designers and shoemakers. Even if you only plan to window shop, stop into a store simply to take in the experience.


3 Once you’ve reached the end of Via Montenapoleone, you’ll find yourself in Piazza San Babila. Peek into the small but beloved Church of San Babila for a bit of quiet reflection before heading southwest toward the busier Piazza del Duomo.


4 Upon entering Piazza del Duomo, you’ll find yourself in the very heart of Milan. Head up to the roof of the Duomo for an unparalleled view of the city.


5 Enjoy a late lunch at A Santa Lucia, when the crowds have died down a little.


6 Head northeast on Via Orefici or Piazza dei Mercanti toward Castello Sforzesco. Inside the castle, you’ll find some of Milan’s most important pieces of art. Visit the Museum of Rondanini Pietà to see Michelangelo’s last sculpture.


7 Then, wander behind the castle to Milan’s most beloved park, Parco Sempione. Buy a gelato from one of the kiosks and find a shaded bench on which to sit and enjoy some people-watching.


8 Take a leisurely stroll through the park and exit out the Arco della Pace back into the bustle of the city. Head to Deseo for one of the more robust aperitivos in the city, a true Milanese experience.



MILAN ON DAY 2



For your second day in Milan, focus on one of the city’s top experiences: shopping.


1 Head straight to Corso Buenos Aires, the longest shopping street in Europe. Its more than 300 stores include budget-friendly shops, luxurious boutiques, and everything in between—there’s a little something for everyone.


2 Spend the morning strolling in and out of shops, then fuel up at Gattò on a lunch of southern Italian food with a Milanese twist.


3 After lunch, head to Corso di Porta Ticinese (from Corso Buenos Aires, take metro Line M1 [red] to the Duomo, then take tram 3 south to the Colonne di San Lorenzo), one of the most vibrant and eclectic streets in the city. Along this street, you’ll find a mix of vintage and thrift shops, local boutiques, and more.


4 Pop into Verso to grab an afternoon espresso and browse through their selection of indie books.


5 Looking for new statement piece to add to your closet? Look no further than Frip, an edgy clothing and accessory store frequented by locals.


6 Settle in for aperitivo hour at Maya Bar. Enjoy your cocktail and finger foods and watch the Navigli district come alive starting around 6pm. This is the place to be for a taste of Milan’s heady nightlife.


7 If you haven’t filled up on aperitivo food, find your way to El Porteno for an international flair.


MILAN LIKE A LOCAL


For a taste of authentic Milan, visit the Brera district. Locals will tell you this is the heart of the city’s design and fashion culture, with shops, galleries, concept stores, and some of the best nightlife in the city. Brera caters to a range of artistic sensibilities, from quaint artisan shows featuring modern designs to historic art galleries.


1 Grab breakfast at Verdi’s near the Cadorna metro station for organic pastries and coffee, then take the metro Line M2 (green) to Lanza.


2 Start your morning at the Pinacoteca di Brera, the city’s most famous Italian picture gallery with works from the 13th through 20th centuries, including those from Raphael and Andrea Mantegna.


3 In the same building, stroll through Milan’s most endearing library, the Biblioteca di Brera. The library houses more than 895,000 books, as well as a reading room filled with poetry manuscripts from renowned Italian poets.


4 For lunch, grab a bite to eat at Pisacco, one of the hottest spots in the city. Its modern ambiance and contemporary Italian food, with untraditional dishes like pasta with black pepper and bay powder, are hard to beat.


5 Once sated, head to 10 Corso Como for a full design-oriented experience that’s only possible in Milan. Wander through the art gallery and bookstore, and have a drink in the garden with locals.


6 After your drink, walk over to the Isola district and spend the late afternoon admiring the signature street art adorning its buildings and garage doors.


7 Dine at Ratanà for dinner, a renowned Milanese restaurant popular for its tasty dishes, such as the classic veal chop with tuna sauce, made exclusively with high-quality local ingredients. Make sure to book a table in advance.


Sights


Most of Milan’s best sights are concentrated in the city center and a few of its surrounding districts. It offers a diverse range of things to see from a wide span of time periods—perhaps more than any other Italian city and arguably as much as other famous cities in Europe.


For historic churches and unparalleled architecture, stick to the city center, where you can find the landmark Duomo di Milano. Here you’ll also find a mix of modern museums and luxury shopping experiences. For local gems beloved by the Milanese people, head to the Brera district. For contemporary high-rise skyscrapers and lively piazzas, try Porta Nuova.


While the La Scala, the Galleria, and The Last Supper are definitely not to be missed, many of the city’s most interesting places to see are not as widely mentioned, and sights such as the Pinacoteca di Brera or the canals of Navigli might just be a couple of Italy’s best kept secrets.


CITY CENTER AND DUOMO DISTRICT


TOP EXPERIENCE



S DUOMO DI MILANO



MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Piazza del Duomo; 02/7202-3375; www.duomomilano.it; cathedral 8am-7pm daily, adults €3; rooftop terraces 9am-7pm daily, adults €9 on foot, €13 by elevator, children and students €4.50 on foot, €7 by elevator; Metro M1, M3: Duomo


The Duomo di Milano, built in the Gothic style, is Italy’s largest church (some mistakenly believe that title goes to St. Peter’s Basilica, which is commonly thought to be in Rome, but is actually in the State of Vatican City, a separate country) and the third largest in the world. The Duomo, constructed over a period of nearly six centuries, is the pride and joy of Milan, and its dominating presence seems to breathe life into the rest of the city. Its five broad naves and 40 pillars can be viewed for a fee from the roof, but its grand external and internal architecture can be appreciated for free from the ground. The Duomo is intricately designed and delicately detailed, with several statues and pillars complementing the subtle shades of gray, white, pink, and orange marble. The inside of the church is not so well-lit, but visitors can still see plenty of statues of archbishops and saints, including the notable statue of Saint Bartholomew, with his skin draped over his body. If you plan to visit during Milan’s hot summers, you might be tempted to dress as comfortably as possible. However, be prepared not to be granted entrance if your shoulders and knees are exposed.
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the front of the Duomo cathedral





As the Duomo is the seat of the Archbishop of Milan, Catholic mass services take place multiple times every day; however, visitors can freely access specific areas, such as the pews in the main area of the cathedral, for personal worship. Although several areas of the church can be seen without purchasing a ticket, you will still find a lengthy line of people waiting to get in, especially during high season; expect to see security guards managing the flow and entrance of guests. If you want to see the special parts of the Duomo that require a fee (such as the main part of the cathedral or the visitor’s area), or you know you definitely want to experience the rooftop, purchase tickets online in advance to avoid the queues. Combination passes for the cathedral and rooftop are available.


On the roof, follow the marked paths and stairways to view Milan’s skyline from all angles, and to experience the Piazza del Duomo from a bird’s eye view. While it’s cheaper to reach the roof by climbing the 250 steps than by taking the elevator, take the lift if you want a more relaxing experience.


Guided English tours that offer an in-depth history of the cathedral and its importance are available for booking. Tours also include a trip through the Duomo museum, which includes tons of information about the building’s structure and timeline and is also open for self-guided visits (10am-6pm Thurs.-Tues.).


MUSEUM OF THE 20TH CENTURY


(Museo del Novecento)


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Piazza del Duomo, 8; 02/8844-4061; www.museodelnovecento.org; 9:30am-7:30pm Tues.-Sun., until 10:30pm Thurs. and Sat., 2:30pm-7:30pm Mon.; adults €10, over 65 €8, ages 12-25 €5, under 12 free; Metro M1, M3: Duomo


Milan’s Museo del Novecento is a museum in the Palazzo dell’Arengario that overlooks the Duomo in Piazza del Duomo. The roughly 400 works of 20th-century art on display at the museum are mostly by Italian artists, although some are by such non-Italian greats as Picasso, Andy Warhol, and Roy Lichtenstein.


The largest section of the museum is dedicated to Italian futurism, but smaller sections are dedicated to other movements and themes, including abstractionism, Italy in the 20th century, post-impressionism, landscape, and realism. Due to the plethora of attractions in Milan’s city center, this museum is often overlooked, so it’s a great place to escape the crowds and noise for a few hours. If you’re an art buff, consider this place a must-see, as you won’t find a greater and more diverse modern art collection anywhere else in Italy. After browsing the collection, head to the top floor for a drink at the museum’s bar, Giacomo all’Arengario, to enjoy an unparalleled view of the Piazza del Duomo. Bar access is granted with the price of admission and only available to museum visitors, so grab a spritz and enjoy the bustling square below.


TOP EXPERIENCE



S GALLERIA VITTORIO EMANUELE II



MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Piazza del Duomo; www.turismo.milano.it; open 24 hours daily; free; Metro M1, M3: Duomo


The Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II, often called Il Salotto di Milano (Milan’s Drawing Room) by locals, is the world’s oldest active shopping mall. Sitting right next to the Duomo cathedral in Piazza del Duomo since its completion in 1877, the landmark is named after Victor Emmanuel II, the first king of the Kingdom of Italy.
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The Galleria is always busy with shoppers





The four-story structure consists of two glass-vaulted arcades that meet to form an octagon. It houses some of the city’s best shopping and dining options, including luxury and designer stores, restaurants and bars, and a five-star hotel with a world-class skywalk. It’s currently home to two Michelin-star chefs (Carlo Cracco at Cracco and Felix Lo Basso at Felix Lo Basso Restaurant) and boasts one of the most famous aperitivo spots in the city, Camparino in Galleria.


The mall structure is open 24 hours daily, but shops and restaurants within the Galleria have various opening and closing times. The place is almost always buzzing with activity, and people shuffling around the ground floor staring up at the glass ceiling. You’ll find mostly tourists here, as most locals tend to shop in Montenapoleone or other areas of the city.


To get the best Galleria experience, take the escalators to explore its different levels. You’ll find the higher floors are quieter and less hectic. Beyond the ground floor, you’ll also discover some of the mall’s hidden gems; if you’re a book lover, check out Bocca. If you love elegant handmade gloves, check out Piumelli.



S LA SCALA



MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Via Filodrammatici 2; 02/88-791; www.teatroallascala.org; box office 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 12pm-6pm Sun.; Metro M1, M3: Duomo


Italy’s most famous opera house, La Scala (Teatro alla Scala), sits just behind the Galleria and is a stone’s throw away from Piazza del Duomo. The theater is also home to La Scala Theater Ballet, Theater Chorus, and Theater Orchestra. Many of the world’s most iconic opera singers have performed at La Scala since its opening in 1778. It is internationally considered one of the leading opera and ballet theaters in the world.
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La Scala opera house





The opera season opens every year on December 7, a public holiday honoring Milan’s patron saint, Sant’Ambrogio (St. Ambrose). After a major three-year, €61 million renovation that was completed in 2004, every seat in the opera house now includes a monitor with an electronic libretto system so audiences can follow the opera libretti in both Italian and English as well as in the original language of the performance.


Travelers can opt to skip a performance and spend time exploring the opera house and its museum (Museo Teatrale alla Scala, 9am-5:30pm daily, €9) instead. Museum exhibits focus on La Scala’s history and international importance, and tickets can be purchased directly at the front door. Guided English tours of the theater and museum are also available upon reservation, included in the price of admission.



S VIA MONTENAPOLEONE



MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Via Montenapoleone; www.viamontenapoleone.org [URL inactive]; Metro M3: Montenapoleone, M1: San Babila


Other than the Galleria, Via Monte Napoleone (Montenapoleone), just a short walk away from Piazza del Duomo, is one of the most well-known places for upscale and luxury shopping in Milan’s city center. In 2018, Italian media reported this to be Europe’s “most expensive street,” and Italians regard it as the most important and iconic street in Milan’s fashion district.
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Via Montenapoleone





Even if you have no plans to fill your luggage with designer labels during your trip to Milan, consider taking a stroll down Via Montenapoleone for the window-shopping experience alone—it is worth a small chunk of your time. You’ll see some of the world’s most lavish brands on display: Gucci, Prada, Armani, Dolce & Gabbana, and Fendi. Begin at the Montenapoleone metro station and head southeast toward Piazza San Babila, or viceversa, to wander the street’s full length.


While Via Montenapoleone’s upscale and extravagant character may appear to invite only patrons of the same ilk, all are welcome, and no one is turned away. Store employees are friendly and inviting and encourage passersby into the shops for inside scoops on what’s trending—everyone is a potential sale, so rest assured, they will try their best to ensure you don’t leave empty-handed.


BAGATTI VALSECCHI MUSEUM


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Via Gesù, 5; 02/7600-6132; https://museobagattivalsecchi.org; 1pm-5:45pm Tues.-Sun.; adults €9, students and seniors €6, children 6-18 €2, children under 6 and caretakers of disabled visitors free; Metro M3: Montenapoleone, M1: San Babila; Tram 1: Via Manzoni


Just off of Via Montenapoleone is this family home turned museum with its impressive collection of Italian Renaissance furniture and paintings. Two brothers (Barons Fausto and Giuseppe Bagatti Valsecchi) spent the latter years of the 19th century refurbishing the family mansion and filling it with what is now considered one of the more extraordinary, privately owned design collections in the city.


The heirs of the brothers moved out of the mansion in 1974, and the family opened the private home to the public as a museum in 1994. Walking through this home, one of the first true treasure troves of Milanese design and modernism, you’ll come across original paintings from Donatello’s students, grand libraries, lavish bedrooms, displays of highly expensive and world-class arms, globes, iron and bronze household items, clothes, jewelry, ceramics, and much more.


Considering that the opening hours of the museum are far shorter than other museums in the city, there is not one single best time of day to go, but you may find less of a crowd during weekday afternoons. Guided tours, for a price of €8, are available in English, Italian, French, and German. Free-of-charge self-guided audio tours are available in English, Italian, French, German, Japanese, Chinese, and Russian, and a smartphone app (for iOS and Android devices) was recently launched for visitors wanting a virtual tour of the mansion.


BASILICA OF SAN BABILA


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Corso Monforte, 1; 02/7600-2877; www.santiprofeti.it/basilica-di-san-babila; 8am-12pm, 3:30pm-7pm Mon.-Sat., 4pm-7pm Sun.; free; Metro M1: San Babila


The Basilica of San Babila seems tiny sitting in the shadow of the Duomo, which is just a few hundred meters away, but it is one of the most beloved Catholic churches of the Milanese people. While the original construction of the church is debated, the current construction began in the late 1800s into the early 1900s. Considering that the church is smaller and locally revered, there are no tickets, tours, or admission prices. Simply step inside to enjoy a piece of local culture and a few minutes of quiet from the busy city streets.


The square in which the basilica sits, Piazza San Babila, is named after the church itself and has been a historically popular meeting place for the local upper class and many political groups over the past several decades. In the 1970s it was called the trincea nera (black trench) of Milan, referring to followers of the Milanese neo-fascism movement during this same time. The square is also the site of the first official skyscraper constructed in the city, the Snia Viscosa Tower.


UNIVERSITÀ CATTOLICA DEL SACRO CUORE AND BASILICA DI SANT’AMBROGIO


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Piazza Sant’Ambrogio, 15; www.basilicasantambrogio.it; free; Metro M1, M2: Cadorna, M2: Sant’Ambrogio; Bus 94: Sant’Ambrogio


The Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio, named after Milan’s patron saint, St. Ambrose, is one of Milan’s oldest churches. Its construction was completed in 386 CE and is one of four that St. Ambrose built around the same time as symbols of anti-Arianism, wealth, and power of the pro-Nicene time period in Milan. The site on which the basilica is built is the same site where many martyrs were killed during the Roman Empire.


The current structure was completed in the Romanesque style in the 12th century after centuries of multiple reconstructions. Between the two world wars, Milan’s Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, locally known as Cattolica, was built around the basilica and expanded throughout the 20th century. Bombings from the Allied forces during World War II heavily damaged the university and the church, but both were completely rebuilt.


Strolling through the basilica and the public courtyards of the university—where you’ll see various monuments, grassy courtyards, quiet classrooms, and churches—takes an hour or so. Both are reachable from the Sant’Ambrogio or Cadorna metro stops or from the 94 bus line.


CASTELLO AND SEMPIONE



S CASTELLO SFORZESCO



MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Piazza Castello; www.milanocastello.it; castle: 7am-7:30pm daily, museums: 9am-5:30pm Tues.-Sun.; castle and museums: adults €10, over 65 €8, under 18 free; Metro M1, M2: Cadorna, M1: Cairoli


Castello Sforzesco was built by Francesco Sforza, the fourth Duke of Milan and the founder of the famous Milanese Sforza dynasty. It was first constructed in the 15th century but has since undergone extensive transformations. The castle comprises a number of walls and moats for defense, towers, courtyards, and the famous Sforza rooms. The building’s most recognizable feature is the Filarete tower, which has become a symbol of the castle due to its unique architecture and prominent position at the front of the structure.
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Milan’s castle in the heart of the city





Despites its size, the castle is a quiet presence in the city center. It faces the Piazza del Duomo just a few blocks away and is often overshadowed by the more globally recognized Duomo and Galleria. The castle square, with its thick brick-and-mortar walls, creates a serene, verdant internal courtyard—an ever-present reminder of historical Milan amidst a backdrop of modernity.


Within the castle are several civic museums and collections, including Pinacoteca del Castello Sforzesco art gallery, the Museum of Ancient Art, the Museum of Musical Instruments, the Archaeological Museum of Milan, the Antique Furniture & Wooden Sculpture Museum, the Egyptian Museum, the Achille Bertarelli Print Collection, the Applied Arts Collection, the Museum of Rondanini Pietà, and the Trivulziana Library. Each museum is fairly small, consisting of just one or a few rooms, but you’ll need at least an afternoon in order to see all of them.


Don’t miss seeing the Museum of Rondanini Pietà, named after Michelangelo’s famous last sculpture. After much debate about whether to move the sculpture from its original location, the technically unfinished Rondanini Pietà finally found its permanent residence in the Arms Courtyard of the castle. Another can’t-miss stop at the castle is the Trivulziana Library, which houses Leonardo da Vinci’s Codex Trivulzianus, a 55-page manuscript he wrote in the effort to improve his literary education.


Paid entrance into the castle also grants you entrance into each museum and collection within the castle, but you can enter the castle and the museums for free every Tuesday after 2pm, for the last hour before closing on Wednesday through Sundays, and all day on the first Sunday of every month.



S PARCO SEMPIONE



MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Piazza Sempione; www.turismo.milano.it; 6:30am-11:30pm daily June-Sept., 6:30am-10pm daily May, 6:30am-9pm daily Oct.-Apr.; free; Metro M1, M2: Cadorna, M1: Cairoli


Sitting between Castello Sforzesco and the Arco della Pace is Parco Sempione, the city’s largest park. The park takes up 95 acres of the city’s historic center and was originally designed to offer panoramic views between the castle and the arch. Named after Corso Sempione, the English-style park is webbed with leisurely strolls around ponds, sculptures, holly trees, play areas for children, and a handful of food and beverage kiosks.


Palazzo dell’Arte and the Triennale Design Museum


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Viale Emilio Alemagna, 6; 02/724-341, www.triennale.org; 10:30am-8:30pm Tues.-Sun.; adults €9, under 14 €3, under 6 free; Metro M1, M2: Cadorna, M1: Cairoli


Located approximately halfway between the castle and the arch on the westward side of the park is the Palazzo dell’Arte, headquarters of the famous Triennale Design Museum. The building was originally constructed in 1935 to showcase international exhibitions of modern design, industrial arts, and architecture. The museum itself, the first in Italy to focus exclusively on design, was founded in 2007 by the Triennale organization; it has since become a globally recognized museum on modern design.


The museum features numerous permanent and temporary installations on architecture, visual arts, audio and video production, and design and fashion, as well as a few interactive exhibits. It also includes a trendy café, Terrazza Triennale (www.osteriaconvista.it; 12pm-1am Tues.-Sun., 6pm-1am Mon.), that serves pizza and bar food in an eclectic, relaxed atmosphere. At the café, you can enjoy traditional Italian dishes with a twist whipped up by a Michelin-star chef on the restaurant’s terrace or a quiet, intimate aperitivo in the garden. You can eat at the restaurant without visiting the museum, as well.


Arch of Peace


(Arco della Pace)


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Piazza Sempione; www.turismo.milano.it; free; Metro M5: Domodossola; Tram 1: Arco della Pace


Standing as the gate between Corso Sempione and Parco Sempione is the Arco della Pace, one of the most significant neoclassical monuments in the city. Constructed by architect Luigi Cagnola at the request of the city government and Napoleon in the early 1800s, the arch took 30 years to complete. This triumphal marble arch, standing tall with horse-drawn chariots at its crest, was built as a celebration of peace; instead it ended up bearing witness to the victory and losses of war. After being defeated in a Milanese rebellion in 1848, Austrian marshal Josef Radetzky and his army escaped through this gate. After winning the Battle of Magenta in 1859, Napoleon III and Victor Emmanuel II of Italy proudly passed through it. Since the monument is not within the park itself, it can be visited at any time for free.
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Arco della Pace





Branca Tower


(Torre Branca)


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Viale Luigi Camoens, 2; http://museobranca.it/torre-branca-2; 10:30am-12am Tues.-Thurs., Sat.-Sun., 12pm-12am Fri.; €4; Metro M1: Cadorna; Trams 1, 19: Via Venti Settembre


Built in 1933 during the fascist period in Milan, the panoramic Torre Branca was originally named Torre Littoria, then later renamed Torre del Parco after World War II. It was renamed once again after its 2002 reconstruction by the Branca liquor company. Since 2002, the tower has been open to the public. Visitors can ride the elevator to the top for a pleasant view of the Milanese skyline, the Alps, and a portion of the Po Valley. A visit to the top, which includes stops to the observation deck and back down again, takes approximately seven minutes. The tower is closed to visitors on days of bad weather. Although the views aren’t as impressive as what you’ll see from the rooftop of the Duomo, a trip up to the tower offers a nice alternative if you want to skip the lines and beat the crowds.


Civic Aquarium


(Acquario Civico)


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Viale Gadio, 2; www.acquariocivicomilano.eu/cms [URL inactive]; 9am-5:30pm Tues.-Sun.; €5; Metro M2: Lanza


Milan’s Acquario Civico, which opened in 1906, is one of the oldest of its kind in the world. Follow the paths that take you along a mountain stream into the sea. You’ll encounter a handful of marine-themed statues, as well as one of the country’s most impressive collection of marine biology publications. Although small, marine lovers will enjoy this local aquarium’s unique approach. Free access is granted every day from 4:30pm, every Tuesday from 2pm, and all day on the first Sunday of every month. Due to the architecture of the building, the terrace of the aquarium is not wheelchair accessible.


TOP EXPERIENCE



S THE LAST SUPPER



MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Piazza Santa Maria delle Grazie, 2; 02/9280-0360; www.turismo.milano.it; 8:15am-7pm Tues.-Sun.; adults €10, 18 and under free; Metro M1, M2: Cadorna


Leonardo da Vinci’s 15th-century mural, The Last Supper, is one of Milan’s most prized possessions. It depicts a scene from the Gospel of John, where Jesus is sitting down to supper with his Twelve Disciples and telling them that one would soon betray him. The mural is on display at Santa Maria delle Grazie church, where it is highly protected.
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the famous Last Supper painting





Although a majority of the church was destroyed by Allied bombing during World War II, the painting, protected by heavy sandbags, survived. (Some have claimed that vibrations from the bombings may have caused slight damage.) In the effort to stabilize and maintain the painting’s beauty, art conservators over time have worked to restore and preserve the piece, but some restorations may have detracted from the original work. While the room in which the mural is displayed is fairly small, quiet, and dark, the mural itself is nothing less that astonishing, so put your camera away and spend your 15 minutes taking in every single color and detail, especially the still-vibrant colors of the clothes on Jesus and the disciples.


Booking is absolutely mandatory here, and tickets should be purchased well in advance. Due to the mural’s fragility, visitors are only allowed into the viewing room 30 at a time for 15 minutes at a time. Entrance to see the painting is free on the first Sunday of every month, but booking is still required. Tickets can be purchased directly on Vivaticket’s official website (https://vivaticket.it [URL inactive]), or by calling the call center. (The call center is your best bet if trying to book tickets yourself.) In case tickets are already sold out from Vivaticket for the day you want to visit, don’t fear—tour companies and ticket vendors, such as Tiqets or Viator, will sell tickets for a surcharge or in conjunction with city tours directly from their websites.




AVOIDING THE CROWDS


Although Milan does not suffer from as much overtourism as some other Italian cities, it does have its share of popular attractions. Here are some alternatives if you’d prefer to avoid the crowds and the waiting that are almost inevitable at the blockbuster sights.


• Views: The rooftop of the Duomo, though a singularly impressive experience, is almost always full of people. For a less crowded view of the city skyline and Alps, try Branca Tower (click here).


• Greenery in the city: Most tourists go to Parco Sempione for open-air pursuits, but for a more local experience, go to Indro Montanelli Public Gardens, where you can walk along wide paths or enjoy some time on its benches, as the journalist for whom the park is named was said to do (click here).


• Historical church: The Duomo is Milan’s centerpiece, but two basilicas in what is known locally as Basilicas Park, Basilica San Lorenzo Maggiore and Basilica of Sant’Eustorgio, both trace their beginnings to the 4th century and make for a peaceful visit. The latter contains fragments of the bones of the Three Wise Men (click here).


• Hidden gem: Monumental Cemetery of Milan is the resting place for many of Milan’s elite, including poets, politicians, and actors. Though it is under the radar for many tourists, it is a beautiful and illuminating place (click here).





TICINESE AND NAVIGLI


BASILICA SAN LORENZO MAGGIORE


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Corso di Porta Ticinese, 35; www.sanlorenzomaggiore.com; 8am-6:30pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-7pm Sun.; free; Bus 94: Colonne Di S. Lorenzo


Basilica San Lorenzo Maggiore is one of the city’s oldest churches, first breaking ground in the year 364 and consecrated in 402. The church has undergone several renovations over the centuries, with the last completed in the 18th century. The church is next to Milan’s Porta Ticinese and, along with Basilica of Sant’Eustorgio, makes up the city’s Basilicas Park. Its most notable architectural features are the Colonne di San Lorenzo (Columns of San Lorenzo), Roman ruins that were moved to the front of the church in the 4th century. This church tends to fly under the radar, as it sits on the southern end of the city center and in the shadow of the Duomo. It is worth entering though, as it is a rather peaceful experience. Be mindful of the regular mass services that take place on Sundays and throughout the week.
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ancient Roman Columns of San Lorenzo and Basilica San Lorenzo Maggiore





BASILICA OF SANT’EUSTORGIO


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Piazza Sant’Eustorgio, 1; 02/5810-1583; www.santeustorgio.it; 10am-6pm Tues.-Sun.; €6; Tram 3: Piazza San Eustorgio


At the southern cap of Milan’s Basilicas Park is the Basilica of Sant’Eustorgio, a church that broke ground in the 4th century and was an important stop for religious pilgrims on their way to Rome or the Holy Land. The church was said to be the home of the tomb of the Three Wise Men that brought gifts to Jesus upon his birth. Fragments of their bones still remain in the Three Kings altar, marked by a star instead of a cross. You’ll find several altars and interesting pieces of art inside this tranquil, historic church. Although not free, the small price for entrance is worth it.


PORTA TICINESE AND CORSO DI PORTA TICINESE


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Piazzale XIV Maggio; www.turismo.milano.it; Tram 3, 10: Ventiquattro Maggio


The former city gate of Porta Ticinese—first created by the city’s Spanish walls in the 16th century and later rebuilt in the 19th century—dominates Milan’s Piazza XXIV Maggio as well as the surrounding neighborhood resting between the Duomo and Navigli districts. Corso di Porta Ticinese, which stretches from the columns of Basilica San Lorenzo to Piazza XXIV Maggio, is one of the city’s most eccentric and lively streets. It offers plenty of shopping options as well as a well-balanced mixed of culinary alternatives—from pizzerias to cafés and bars, from sushi, to Italian, and other international cuisines.
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