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THE 
EVERYTHING
TRAVEL GUIDE 
TO ITALY

Dear Reader,

Oh, the cheese. Every spring when my plane is on its final descent into Rome or Genoa, I literally start to drool while thinking about mozzarella cheese. Yes, I know, I should be trying to decide whether to visit the historic Colosseum or the ruins of Pompeii or the canals in Venice, but there’s just something about eating an insalata Caprese (salad in the style of Capri, with sliced tomatoes, buffalo mozzarella, fresh basil, and olive oil) in the land where it originated that makes it taste extraordinary. It’s an incredibly good dish in a place where food is absolutely great.

And it keeps my belly full whether I’m exploring the cliff-sides of the Cinque Terre or the stylish shops of Milan, the picturesque harbor in Portofino or the old walled city on Elba. I’ve cruised Italy’s coastline, crossed its countryside by train, and walked its city streets until my feet went flat, and during every visit the nation has satisfied not just my belly, but also my mind and soul, offering a fantastic combination of history, nature, and beauty.

I hope this book helps you plan your own ideal vacation in Italy, even if you want to skip the insalada Caprese in favor of a Parma ham panini or a slice of Sicilian pizza. That’s one of the many things I love about Italy as a vacation destination: It offers a bit of something for every traveler’s personal taste.
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Top 10 Things to Do in Italy 



1. Roar like a gladiator as you make your way through the arches and into Rome’s Colosseum.

2. Prevent your mouth from falling agape as you look up at Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling.

3. Smooch beneath the city lights during a romantic sunset gondola ride along the Venice canals.

4. Shop for stylish new shoes in Milan before they become available anywhere else in the world.

5. Stop for a mid-morning espresso in a seaside village after hiking along the Cinque Terre.

6. Drive alongside locally built Maseratis and Lamborghinis (if you can keep up the pace, that is).

7. Cock your head for a straight-on view of the leaning tower in Pisa.

8. Stand on the old rock walls of Elba island and contemplate Napoleon’s exile.

9. Explore what’s left of Pompeii in the wake of the A.D. 79 Mount Vesuvius eruption.

10. Eat spaghetti with Bolognese sauce, mozzarella cheese, and a local Chianti. Throw some Parma ham on the side, and enjoy a cannoli for dessert. Save room for the next day’s Sicilian pizza, penne with pesto sauce, and gelato. And the next day’s Parma ham, provolone cheese, and biscotti.


Introduction 

Civilization is believed to have existed within the current Italian borders for a mind-bending 200,000 years. Greek colonists were the first to call the land home before Ancient Rome emerged, blended in some ways with the Greek empire, and formed the basis for much of today’s Western civilization. The layers upon layers of history and culture that were left behind—along with modern-day attractions and gorgeously preserved natural landscapes—today draw between 25 million and 30 million tourists each year. That’s nearly half the population of the European Union itself, and it ranks Italy among the world’s top half-dozen or so vacation destinations.

You could tour Italy for more than a month, visiting a different UNESCO World Heritage Site each day, and still not see them all in the span of a single trip. Many tourists say a week isn’t even enough to shop for shoes in—let alone walk all around—a city such as Rome or Milan. Scholars have spent entire lifetimes researching single sites like the Colosseum and even single works of art by the Italian masters Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo. You could sample Chianti in and around the city of Florence for a year and never taste a drop from the same vintage, or enjoy life on the mainland for decades without crossing Italy’s waterways to play on the islands of Sicily and Sardinia.

Given all that Italy has to offer, it’s no wonder so many people visit—and then visit again and again. The trick to planning your own vacation in this land of plenty is outlining a doable itinerary that will get you to the areas that intrigue you most, without leaving you so exhausted that you feel too tired to truly explore and enjoy them. Trying to see all of Italy in a single vacation is plainly unimaginable, but learning about all of Italy and then picking and choosing what sounds best to you? Well, that’s just smart planning.

For that reason, The Everything® Travel Guide to Italy is organized primarily by geographic region. If you’re trying to envision your first visit to Italy and want to focus on a popular location such as Rome, you will find everything you need to create a memorable weeklong visit within the city limits. Or, if you’re heading to Italy for the fourth or fifth time and want to explore some of the less-frequently visited regions, the following pages will help you determine where you might start and end to create a reasonable weeklong or monthlong schedule. Each chapter focuses on the prime tourist offerings in every region of the country, with special attention given to hotel and restaurant listings so that you can keep your budget in tune with your traveling wish list.

The Everything Travel Guide to Italy also includes full chapters on Italian food and wine, which are a huge part of the tourism experience and can be much more enjoyable if you understand what and how to order. Also in that vein, there is an entire chapter full of common Italian words and phrases. Yes, the people of Italy are accustomed to welcoming tourists, especially in the larger cities where English is often spoken, but the language of choice is still Italian, and you can get much friendlier (and faster) assistance if you take the time to learn a few key phrases.

Last, there are chapters about sample itineraries and options for visiting Italy by boat or cruise ship, or as part of international itineraries that include nearby nations. France, Germany, Switzerland, Austria, and Slovenia are exciting cultures unto themselves, each bringing into sharp relief what makes life in Italy so different and special.

Which is, of course, why you want to start your vacation in Italy—which is exactly what this book will help you do. Get ready to begin with a fast history lesson, one that will help you understand the centuries of civilization that gave birth to today’s countless tourism options.

Italian Regions 
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CHAPTER 1
Buongiorno! 




Or buona sera, if you’re reading this at night. Good day, good evening, and welcome to Italy, a nation that has given birth to some of the world’s greatest history, minds, foods, and wines. With at least a dozen primary regions and major islands to explore, including world-class cities that have stood for centuries, Italy offers almost every type of vacation you can imagine. Where else can you walk in the foot steps of an emperor, view some of the planet’s finest masterpieces, shop for the latest fashions, and dine on classic regional recipes, all in a single day?

From Ancient Rome to the European Union 

Archaeologists have found evidence supporting the notion that humans inhabited present-day Italy as early as 200,000 years ago, and it is believed that Greek colonies were established on the land as early as the eighth century B.C., just before the first communities of what would become Ancient Rome began to form. The massive Roman Empire started here and dominated most of Europe for some 1,200 years.

During the Middle Ages, the various regions of Italy were annexed and re-annexed to various neighboring empires while the first of Italy’s city-states began to emerge, eventually becoming known as the four classic Maritime Republics. You will recognize their names even today: Venice, Pisa, Genoa, and Amalfi, each strategically located along the coastline where merchant ships traveled. By the 1400s, Italy had fueled the Renaissance that would last for 300 years, inspiring a renewed interest in learning and culture that soon spread across modern-day Europe.

[image: 5] Question 

What is a Renaissance man?
Generally speaking, the term refers to a person whose intelligence and knowledge are not restricted to a single subject area. Some of the best-known Italian Renaissance men included Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo, who painted, wrote, sculpted, designed architectural and engineering plans, and more.

Toward Modern Boundaries 

Italy became a unified state in the late 1800s, though its borders continued to shift into the early 1900s. Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini rose to power in 1922 and remained in control until 1943. Italy was liberated from fascist rule in 1945 at the end of World War II.

After more territorial transitions in the wake of that war, the Marshall Plan helped rebuild Italy within the borders that we know today. During those same postwar years, Italy—along with Belgium, France, Luxembourg, Holland, and West Germany—became a founding member of the European Coal and Steel Community in the first step toward the economic unification of Europe.

Italy also has played a strong role on the world stage as part of the United Nations, into which it was admitted in 1955. The nation’s soldiers have helped with peacekeeping missions from Somalia to Lebanon, as well as supporting the United States’ Operation Enduring Freedom with 2,000 troops in Afghanistan in 2003.

The European Union 

In 1993, a generation after the creation of the European Coal and Steel Community, Italy became one of the founding members of the European Union, which continues to grow and strengthen today. The Treaty of Maastricht established the multinational entity, stating that Italy and the other member states share an economic market that guarantees the free movement of people, goods, services, and capital. There are foreign policy components, as well, but in general each country still has its own systems of laws and government. When you visit Italy you are within the European Union, yet you are still subject to Italian customs and laws.

[image: 3] Fact 

Italy is one of the countries in the European Union’s euro zone, meaning places where the euro is the official form of currency. Italy adopted the euro in 1999, before which the lira had been the national currency. Lira had been used since 1861, and you needed to exchange nearly 2,000 lira to get a single euro when the new currency was adopted.

What’s nice about the European Union for travelers is that once you enter, you don’t need to get your passport stamped when crossing the borders between countries. Should you want to cross the northwestern Italian border with France to visit a beach on the Côte d’Azur, you can do so without international authorization.

Great Minds 

Italy has produced some of the world’s most celebrated thinkers, artists, and leaders. You will likely find countless references to the most renowned as you travel from region to region, so here’s a quick primer on some of Italy’s most prestigious citizens throughout history.

Julius Caesar 

It’s not every man who has a Shakespearean tragedy written in his name and a palace-style casino named after him in Las Vegas, but then again, it’s not every man who starts a civil war that ends up making him the leader of the Roman Empire. Such is the story of Julius Caesar, who was proclaimed dictator for life, had a love affair with Cleopatra, and ruled until the Ides of March in 44 B.C., when his old friend Brutus (et tu?) assassinated him. You can view the whole sordid affair by watching the 1953 film Julius Caesar, which was nominated for Best Picture Oscar and for which Marlon Brando was nominated as Best Actor (he played Mark Antony).
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Julius Caesar learned about leadership and responsibility early in life, when his father died suddenly one morning while putting on his shoes. Caesar was just sixteen years old at the time, and he immediately became head of his entire family. The following year, he was named a high priest, but lost that designation before joining the army.

Galileo Galilei 

The work of Galileo Galilei is widely renowned as part of the scientific revolution that took place in the 1500s and 1600s. He made vast improvements to the telescope that helped to confirm the phases of Venus, discover some of Jupiter’s satellites, and analyze sunspots.

He caused a great deal of controversy when he claimed he could prove that the sun, and not the Earth, was the center of the known universe. His work greatly angered the Roman Catholic Church, which eventually forced him to recant his scientific testimony. He died under house arrest during the Inquisition, which sought to confine and destroy heretics.

Leonardo da Vinci 

Leonardo da Vinci is best remembered as a painter, but he also was a mathematician, inventor, botanist, scientist, engineer, musician, architect, and writer. His two most famous works are the Mona Lisa and the Last Supper, and his lesser-known contributions include designs for a helicopter and a calculator, and the theory of plate tectonics.

Interestingly, da Vinci’s drawings of the human body—including the iconic Vitruvian Man—were based on countless hours that he spent dissecting cadavers at hospitals in Florence, Milan, and Rome. He was one of the first people in history to draw a fetus still inside the womb.

Michelangelo 

His full name was actually Michelangelo di Lodovico Buonarroti Simoni, and he is best remembered for his sculpture David and his Sistine Chapel frescoes. Michelangelo was ahead of his time, but he was also honored within it, becoming the first Western artist to have a biography printed before he died. Unlike his contemporary da Vinci, whose best-known works are spread throughout Europe, Michelangelo’s David is on display at the Accademia di Belle Arti Firenze, while his frescoes still grace the Sistine Chapel ceilings in Vatican City.

Dante Alighieri 

This poet from Florence was typically called simply “Dante,” and his Divina Commedia, or Divine Comedy, is renowned to this day as an exceptional detailing of a journey through Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise. How can a journey through Hell be called a comedy, you ask? Because in Dante’s days (the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries), any work not written in Latin was considered trivial. Dante wrote in what he called Italian, an altered regional dialect of Tuscany.

Niccolò Machiavelli 

If you look up the word “Machiavellian” in the dictionary, the definition reads: “characterized by subtle or unscrupulous cunning, deception, expediency, or dishonesty.” The word is often used in modern politics as part of the phrase “Machiavellian tactics,” describing someone who places brute political force above morality.
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The modern use of the word “Machiavellian” really fails to honor the true viewpoints of the man himself. Machiavelli believed that sometimes, the ends justify the means when it comes to political power, but in general, he was far less of an extremist than the current definition implies.

Poor Niccolò brought this legacy on himself, not so much in his well-regarded work as a diplomat from Italy serving in France, but because he described such methods of retaining power in his work The Prince, which was not published until 1532, five years after his death, when he was no longer around to point out its more moderate themes.

Italy Today 

Modern celebrities from Italy are a bit different from these historical figures, and most world citizens are far less likely to name a current-day philosopher or artist than they are to know the names Salvatore Ferragamo, Giorgio Armani, Gianni Versace, Enzo Ferrari, and Mario Andretti. These names are practically synonymous with what many tourists visit Italy to enjoy: high fashion and high speed.

Sensuous Style 

Milan, a city in northern Italy, is widely renowned as one of the world capitals of fashion and design. Its Via Montenapoleone street in the Fashion District is home to the boutiques of some of the planet’s most prominent clothing and jewelry designers, and other fashion districts in cities including Rome typically highlight styles that go on to sweep the world consciousness (and its citizens’ pocketbooks).

Gucci, Ferragamo, Armani, Versace, Dolce and Gabbana, Valentino, Fendi—all of these top-end brands are Italian. Many of these brands have been established worldwide for decades (Ferragamo has been selling shoes in the United States since the 1920s), while others started out in Italy and took longer to capture the world fashion market (Fendi bags didn’t make it into Bloomingdale’s until the 1960s).

You will notice as a tourist in Italy—especially in the cities—that the locals dress up more than Americans typically do for simply walking around town or enjoying dinner at a restaurant. If you want to fit in, try to take your wardrobe up a notch. Baseball caps are frowned upon, for instance, and jeans are cut more like slacks than regular ol’ Wranglers.

Go-Fast Thrills 

Looking good in Italy doesn’t stop with clothing, handbags, and shoes. You want to turn heads on the road, too, a philosophy embodied by Italian sports car manufacturers including Lamborghini, Maserati, Ferrari, and Alfa Romeo. The street-legal vehicles that these companies produce shatter speed limits in the United States and often look more like Batmobiles than cars.

[image: 2] Alert 

Just as on the streets of New York, Paris, or London, “Italian” fashion designs and purses being offered by Italy’s cart vendors are typically fakes. You might assume that an Armani suit would cost less in the country where it is headquartered, but odds are if you’re buying it on the street, the logo isn’t real.

And Italy’s infatuation with speed doesn’t end there. If you’re at all a fan of racing, then you know the name Mario Andretti. Born in Italy and later naturalized as an American citizen, Andretti is one of the most successful drivers in automobile racing history. He is the only driver ever to win the Indianapolis 500, Daytona 500, and Formula One World Championship, which are among his more than 100 career wins on major circuits.

In general, the love of fast driving permeates Italian culture. If you rent a car in Italy, expect to experience a very different style of driving than you’re used to in the United States. Everything moves much faster on Italian roads, and you have to pay close attention lest you get run over between the time you spot an oncoming car and the time you get over into the slow lane. Even on narrow city streets, slowpokes receive honks and yells. You’ll also get some odd looks if you fail to drive with your headlights on, even during the day, because many parts of Italy include highways replete with dark tunnels.
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If you want to get a taste of life in the fast lane before visiting Italy itself, you can sign up for a day of driving with an instructor through the Mario Andretti Racing School. It operates in sixteen U.S. locations from Las Vegas to Miami and lets you get behind the wheel of real race cars. Learn more at www.andrettiracing.com.

Lay of the Land 

Geographically speaking, Italy is divided into twenty regions. You might recognize some of those names, including Tuscany and Piedmont, and by the end of this book you will be familiar with far more. Though Italy is a small country compared with the United States, its regions are surprisingly diverse. Some are coastal, others are mountainous, and still others encompass large, metropolitan sprawls.

Within some of Italy’s twenty regions lie the nation’s biggest cities. Rome is the largest, with 2.7 million residents, and Milan is second, with 1.3 million residents. The next-largest cities, each with less than 1 million residents and listed in descending order, are:



• Naples

• Turin

• Palermo

• Genoa

• Bologna

• Florence



It might surprise you that Venice is not on this list. It has at least 100,000 fewer residents than Florence, with a count of about 270,000 during the last census. That’s a good-size city, to be sure, but is more on par with Birmingham, Alabama, or Fort Wayne, Indiana, than with larger, better-known metropolitan areas in the United States.

Regions You’re Likely to Visit First 

The regions whose names you’ll want to remember include some of the country’s most famous cities. The Lazio region is home to Rome, the Campania region is home to Naples, the Liguria region is home to Genoa, the Tuscany region is home to Florence, and the Veneto region is home to Venice.
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In general, all the regions in Italy have the same laws, languages, and customs, but five of the twenty regions—including the popular tourist islands Sicily and Sardinia—are legally autonomous in certain matters of cultural, ethnic, and language peculiarities. You might find a Sicilian dialect, for instance, hard to understand even if you speak Italian.

Each major city is the centerpiece of tourism in these individual regions, but in most cases, you can go beyond the cities to find interesting local attractions, restaurants, and the like. Campania, for instance, has Naples as its prime tourist draw but also includes the ruins of Pompeii and the islands of Capri. The Lazia region, which includes Rome, is also home to the cities Gaeta and Formia, which are rich in ancient and Medieval history.

Judging Distances 

Though Italy’s regions are diverse, they’re not always terribly far apart, at least in contrast with states like California and New York. Rome and Venice, for instance, are on entirely opposite coasts, but the driving distance between them is just 245 miles. From Milan to Rome is just shy of 300 miles, and from Naples to Rome is only 120 miles.

A half-day’s drive (or less) will thus often get you from one major city or region to the next, and trains make travel even easier. For instance, you can easily take a train from Rome to Pisa and back in a single day if you want to see the leaning tower and nothing else within the Pisa city limits. High-speed trains that make no local stops between major cities are also sometimes an option.

Climate 

Because Italy stretches more from north to south than from east to west, it has climates that vary depending on latitude. To the north, near the mountains, temperatures become far harsher during the winter months than they do in the southern coastal sections.

In general, the country is known as a summer destination (unless you’re a snow skier). The months of June, July, and August tend to bring the least rainfall, though those months can also become oppressively hot. Tourists who try to push themselves from one attraction to the next are susceptible to heat exhaustion and heat stroke. July and August are also the busiest in terms of pedestrian congestion, as Italians themselves are on summer vacation. If you can visit in the spring, say between April and June, you’ll find the country much easier to get around. Prices are typically lower at this time of year.

Temperatures in Rome 

Rome is just south of the middle of Italy, on the western coast. Its daily temperatures rarely drop below 50°F, even during the winter months, when average nighttime lows are in the high 30s and low 40s.

During the popular summer vacation months, the average high temperatures in Rome are well into the 80s and 90s, with lows typically in the 60s and 70s.
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Global climate change is affecting Italy much like the rest of the world, with summers seeming to get hotter every year. A 2007 European heat wave that included Italy pushed temperatures above 110°F, leading to wildfires and deaths. In the cities, overheated residents scrambled into the fountains to cool off.

Temperatures in Venice 

Venice, on Italy’s eastern coast, is farther to the north than Rome. Its daily high temperatures can drop into the upper 30s during the coldest winter months, with some lows below freezing from December through February. During the summer months, Venice daily highs tend to be between 75 and 85°F, with lows in the high 60s to low 70s.

Temperatures in Sicily 

Sicily, the southernmost Italian island that hangs down below the tip of the mainland “boot,” is temperate thanks to its coastal climate. Its average summer highs are in the 80s and 90s, with lows during July and August around 75°F. When winter comes to the island, daytime temperatures drop to about 60 degrees, with nighttime lows in the 40s.
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If you want to know what the average daily temperature is likely to be in different sections of Italy during your travel dates, check out www.knowital.com/weather/italy. It lets you plug your arrival and departure dates into a search engine that analyzes the days against data from every city and region in the country.

Getting Here and Around 

Most visitors to Italy arrive by airplane, and once in Italy travel by train, bus, or rental car. If you’re taking part in a guided tour, you may travel by private tour bus, but for the most part Italy’s public transportation system is well designed to help you get from pretty much anywhere you are to virtually anywhere else you want to be.

By Plane 

There are more than 100 airports in Italy, with the biggest (and most likely to welcome international travelers) in Rome and Milan. You can find daily flights into Italy from dozens of connecting European hubs, as well as direct flights from major cities within the United States.

Leonardo da Vinci-Fiumicino Airport

This is the airport closest to Rome, located about twenty miles from the city’s historic center and connected to the city’s main transportation hub by a shuttle train, the Leonardo Express, that runs every hour during peak travel times. Nearly 33 million people went through this aiport’s terminals in 2007, many of them flying on Alitalia airlines, which has its sole hub here.

Fiumicino, as it’s often called, has been operating since 1961. Thanks to upgrades over the years, it now has five terminals serving dozens of airlines. The newest, Terminal 5, which opened in 2008, welcomes international flights from the United States on American Airlines, Continental Airlines, Delta Air Lines, United Airlines, and US Airways.

Terminal 5, which is where most U.S. visitors will fly into Rome’s airport, is quite a distance from the older buildings within the complex. There is a free shuttle service, but expect to encounter significant transfer time if, say, you plan to connect to a regional flight after landing in Rome.

The airport’s official website is www.adr.it, where you can find information about arrivals, departures, parking, and directions, all in English. If you want to search for airfares on other websites, the airport’s international code is FCO.

Milan-Malpensa Airport 

Italy’s second-busiest international airport is Milan-Malpensa in the north. Nearly 24 million passengers embarked and disembarked here in 2007, with two terminals (divided into three sections) servicing dozens of airlines. Most visitors from the United States will enter via Terminal 1B, which is the end point of routes operated by American Airlines, Continental Airlines, Delta Air Lines, and US Airways.
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As of 2007, Alitalia had ceased its major hub operations at the Milan-Malpensa Airport. Only one long-haul route to the United States is expected to continue in the near future, from New York’s John F. Kennedy International Airport (international code JFK).

The airport’s official website is www.sea-aeroportimilano.it, where you can find departure and arrival information as well as maps and a virtual airport tour, all in English. If you want to search for flights on another website, the Milan-Malpensa airport code is MXP.

By Train and Bus 

Italy’s public transportation network is quite good, although trains are not always designed to accommodate the larger suitcases that international travelers tend to have. Within the airports in Rome and Italy, you will see signs (usually in English) directing you to train stations and bus stops that are within walking or free shuttle distance of the terminal. Maps are usually easily available, so you can plan your routes accordingly.
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In most cases, you cannot book an online train ticket through the Trenitalia website less than a week before your travel date. If you get to Italy and decide to buy a train ticket at the last minute, you will have to go to a local train station, where the ticket sales agents may not speak English.

Within the cities, you will find local trains and buses. Between Italy’s cities, you can often take high-speed trains that travel at close to 200 miles per hour. The high-speed trains are typically called TAV, which stands for Treno Alta Velocità, a special-purpose entity created specifically to build and operate the nation’s high-speed train network.

The company Trenitalia lets you book both local and high-speed train tickets in advance of your trip at the website www.trenitalia.it. Some of the train routes cross international borders, so if you want to book a seat from, say, Genoa to Antibes, France, this is the place to log on. Note that you need to purchase a ticket and make a reservation for a specific seat on many of Italy’s trains. For the most popular routes, including high-speed trains between major cities, the smart move to ensure a seat reservation is to have Trenitalia make the booking well in advance of your journey and mail the tickets to you in the United States. There is a fee for this service, but it beats finding your train of choice fully booked up once you get to Italy.

By Rental Car 

Booking a rental car in Italy is just like booking a rental car in the United States. You make your reservation (often through a website like www.expedia.com or www.orbitz.com), go to the rental car agency section of the airport after your flight arrives, hand over a credit card and driver’s license, and get behind the wheel.

Also as in the United States, your rental car rate and agreement will typically cover use of the car only. Insurance, gas, and any other charges will be billed as extras—and credit cards that have built-in insurance policies for U.S. car rentals may not apply in Italy. Be sure to check with your provider before you sign on the dotted line. In addition, be sure to specify that you need a car with an automatic transmission if you are not comfortable operating a vehicle with a manual transmission. Most rental cars in Europe have manual transmissions, and you may have to pay extra to get an automatic.

[image: 4] Essential 

The cost of unleaded fuel in Italy (and the rest of Europe) has been substantially higher than the U.S. rate for many years. If a rental car seems inexpensive compared with a bus or train ticket, be sure to check the current price of gasoline and factor it into your total estimated travel expenses.

Most rental car agencies will provide you with free maps that list major highways. They are easy to follow, with routes marked as A-12, A-4, and the like. Road signs are of course in Italian, but with the letter-number system, the odds are you won’t get lost pulling onto or off of a major highway. If you plan to do a lot of exploring on back roads, invest in a Michelin map for the region. You can purchase these before you leave at places such as www.amazoncom.

If you get onto a road that is part of Italy’s Autostrade—paid highway system—then you will also have to factor toll charges into your driving expenses. This is similar to U.S. turnpike systems in which you take a ticket when you enter the roadway and pay when you pull off at an exit. Cash and major credit cards are accepted, but stay out of the Telepass lanes unless you have one of the automatic payment devices (which are like the U.S. equivalent of EZ-Pass cartridges).

Also be aware that some Autostrade fees can be quite high compared with U.S. tolls, especially if the euro is stronger than the dollar at the time of your journey. In some cases, you might have to pay as much as $20 U.S. for the privilege of using the roads. Be sure you have more than a few euro in your wallet when you drive up the Autostrade entrance ramp.
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Rome Metropolitan Area 
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Rome Downtown 
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CHAPTER 2
Rome 




When you think of a vacation to Italy, the Colosseum and Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel immediately come to mind. Both are located in the capital city of Rome, which was once the center of all Western civilization. Thousands of years’ worth of history are here, including an old city center that is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. There is a pleasantly modern transportation infrastructure that makes the city easy to get around, as well as countless options for hotels and restaurants at all price points.

History of the City 

Archaeologists and historians continue to debate the origins of Rome, but there is evidence to support its founding by settlers in the eighth century B.C.—the same time that mythology says the twins Romulus and Remus created the city. The original settlements grew into what would become the Roman Kingdom, Republic, and, finally, Empire, ruled by kings, senators, and emperors throughout centuries of conquest that spread its borders all across modern-day Europe.

At its height, the Roman Empire included what many historians estimate was at least 1 million citizens, but that number shrank to just 50,000—or even 20,000, by some estimates—at the time of the Middle Ages, after the empire’s fall. The Italian Renaissance made its way to Rome in the second half of the fifteenth century, and, by 1861—even though Rome was at the time under control of the Roman Catholic Church’s pope—the city became the capital of what we know today as Italy.

[image: 3] Fact 

The reason so much of Rome’s history survives today is that it was one of the cities to escape the widespread destruction of World War II. There was some fighting, but no large-scale bombing of museums and archaeological sites. You can still see a good bit of the Renaissance (1400s to 1600s) and Baroque (1600s) periods in today’s Roman streets.

After Benito Mussolini marched on Rome in 1922, the population again swelled to about 1 million people, and it continued to grow after Italy was liberated from dictatorship at the end of World War II. Today, there are more than 2.7 million Romans, nearly three times as many as there were at the height of the Roman Empire, though squeezed into a much smaller section of the Mediterranean coastline.

Birth of Tourism 

The kind of mass tourism we associate with Rome today actually began in the 1700s, when the generations of Europeans who, along with their parents and grandparents, had been educated during the later Renaissance years began to understand and appreciate all the ancient sites within the modern city limits. Between that development and the continuing strong presence of the Roman Catholic Church, which draws followers to the city by the millions, Rome found itself a “hotspot” location. According to a report released by the city council of Rome in 2008, the city now receives 100,000 tourists a day, and tourists stay an average of three or four days.

[image: 5] Question 

How deep are the ancient city remains below the surface?
Not too deep at all, in some cases. City workers have found ancient roads just four inches underground, making it all but impossible in many locations—especially the old city center—to create new infrastructure without destroying remnants of the past.

Preserving the Past 

Italy in general has strong preservation laws to protect the nation’s archaeological heritage, and in no place are they more regularly enforced than Rome. For decades, city planners wanting to dig new transit tunnels or parking garages underground have waged virtual wars against archaeologists and preservationists seeking to protect the city’s underground history. Workers digging out a new metro stop, for instance, might encounter a third-century complex of sculpture gardens. Should it be preserved? Documented and then moved? Knocked down without a word to make way for modern needs? The arguments rage on.

Despite the slow progress (or steady preservation, depending on which side you favor), modern Rome is a relatively easy city to get around. You can walk to and between many of the most popular tourist spots, especially if you’re in decent shape and pack a comfortable pair of shoes. The underground Metro is also an inexpensive and easily accessible alternative, with stops at prime locations including the Colosseum, Vatican City, and the Spanish Steps. The Metro is not perfect—it doesn’t stop near Trevi Fountain, for instance—but it can likely help you see most of the sites on your wish list.

Getting Around 

If you arrive in Rome by airplane, you can take a taxicab or a train from the international airport into the city proper. Stazione Termini is the main train station, welcoming local as well as international trains, so the odds are you will enter the city here. The city’s main bus station is directly across the street from this train depot, and a lot of the inexpensive hotels that cater to tourists are within walking distance. The network for buses and trams in Rome is extensive, with more than 8,000 stops.

[image: 2] Alert 

If you can walk, take a train, or ride a bus to get around Rome, do it—and skip the taxicabs altogether. The city is quite congested with traffic, not to mention designed with old roadways that aren’t in an easy-to-manage grid system. A twenty-mile ride can take more than an hour, and the meter is always running.

Bus and Metro Tickets 

There are vending machines where you can purchase bus and metro tickets at all the major stops, and you can also sometimes get tickets at local bars. Bus tickets can usually be purchased onboard. Tickets come in several varieties: one-way, daily pass, three-day tourist, and weekly pass. Prices range from [image: 6]1 for a one-way ride to [image: 6]16 for a weekly pass.

Whether you’re riding the bus or the metro, you have to validate your ticket at the beginning of your journey so your fare can be accurately calculated when you arrive at your destination. Buses have onboard validation machines, while the metro stops have the machines in the terminal, before you get onboard.

Taxis 

The officially licensed taxis in Rome are yellow or white and have meters to keep track of your time inside and the rate being charged. Rates change depending on the time of day, so you could pay more one day over the next for the exact same ride.

Rome has far fewer taxicabs per resident than most other modern cities, which can make hailing a cab on the street virtually impossible, especially at night. If you think you might need a taxi, talk with your hotel concierge about a recommended service, and keep the phone number handy so that you can call the driver as needed.

On Foot 

Rome itself is huge, but the old city center where a lot of the favorite tourist attractions are located is actually quite easy to walk. It takes most people about 45 minutes, for instance, to walk from the Colosseum to Vatican City. From the Colosseum to the Spanish Steps is about a 30-minute walk.

If that level of physical exertion doesn’t intimidate you, then go for it. The streets are typically clean and safe, and there’s lots of beautiful architecture to enjoy along the way. You will quickly notice that a lot of other tourists are walking in the same places you are, with plenty of trattorias and other eateries lining the most popular routes so that you can make pit stops as needed.

The Colosseum 

Most people who visit Rome make a beeline to its most famous archaeological site: the Colosseum. This elliptical amphitheater—a historic Giants Stadium, as it were—was the largest ever built by the Roman Empire, able to hold some 50,000 spectators at a time. It is 615 feet long by 510 feet wide. If you saw the movie Gladiator, then you know the kinds of bloody exhibitions that went on here in addition to plays, battle re-enactments, and other forms of entertainment.

Today, the Colosseum appears battered in many places, mostly because of earthquake damage and outright theft of stone. But you can take a tour inside, one led by an archaeologist if you like, and learn not just the history of what happened inside the building’s walls, but also the fascinating way in which they were constructed.

[image: 2] Alert 

Lines for entry into the Colosseum can be long, and scam artists often prey on the most recent tourists to arrive, saying that the wait is longer than it really is and that once you get inside you will not be able to sign up for a guided tour. Ignore them and be prepared for them to insult you if you fail to purchase their “services.”

Construction and Usage 

There were no backhoes or cement mixers when construction of the Colosseum began in 70 A.D. It was completed a decade later, making extensive use of arches to support the heavy slabs of limestone, brick, and marble that were lifted by rope, pulley, and brute strength—and then bound together with iron clamps in many places—to create the structure’s multiple levels.

The Colosseum’s location was the former site of a private lake fancied by the emperor Nero, whose ruling style was characterized by tyranny and extravagance (he’s the man they say “fiddled while Rome burned”). The emperor Vespasian began the Colosseum’s construction and his son, Titus, finished it, arguably returning the center of the city to the use of the people from the times when Nero had kept the land for himself.

Gladiators fought inside the Colosseum until about 435, and animal hunts were popular forms of entertainment there until about 523. People entered the arena much as they would a modern one, looking for their seat section and row. However, they had shards of pottery rather than paper tickets. There were eighty entrances at ground level, each numbered. If there had been a parking lot outside, you can bet it would have been designed as an early example of color coding. (“Where is the chariot, dear? Blue 23?”)

[image: 3] Fact 

To celebrate the opening of the Colosseum, some 5,000 to 9,000 wild animals were brought in to battle against gladiators during a 100-day extravaganza. Senators and ambassadors had the best view of the slaughter, as the first tier of Colosseum seating was reserved for them. The wealthy class sat in the second tier, and the general public up in the nosebleeds.

During Medieval times, the Colosseum was used for housing and workshops until a great earthquake in 1349 that destroyed the south-side wall. Much of that original stone was used to rebuild hospitals and other buildings in Rome, and a religious order eventually moved in to the remains of the Colosseum, where they lived until the early 1800s. It was not until the rule of Benito Mussolini, in the 1930s, that the arena substructure was fully excavated and exposed.

Touring Today 

Some 40 billion Italian lira were spent during the 1990s to help restore what’s left of the Colosseum for tourism purposes. Romans understand that it is an iconic symbol of their city, one that draws millions of visitors and tourist dollars each year, and thus are highly motivated to prevent further deterioration inside the arena. The insides are too dilapidated to use for events anymore, but big-name performers such as Paul McCartney and Elton John have “played the Colosseum” in recent years, using the exterior as a backdrop.

The official guided tours are sold through a ticket stand inside the building. They are quite good, typically led by archaeologists, and often include a broad discussion of Roman history as well as an introduction to the Colosseum itself. You need no appointment; just walk in as you would to a museum and wait for the next tour to begin. English-language tours are regularly scheduled, especially during the prime summer months.

Many online travel agencies sell advance-purchase tickets for Colosseum entry, but they often come with built-in fees that can be as much as the on-site tickets themselves. Usually, the wait to enter is no more than an hour, and you get a view of the Colosseum’s exterior the entire time, so weigh that option against the fees when you decide whether to buy in advance.

Old City Center 

The old city center is right near the Colosseum, so you can plan to see both in a single day. The Palatine—the birthplace of Rome, according to mythology—looks down over the remains of the Roman Forum.

[image: 5] Question 

Was there really a cave at Palatine?
Apparently, yes. Archaeologists reported in early 2007 that they had found the legendary place while trying to restore the home of Augustus, the first Roman emperor. There has been no documentation yet on whether anyone named Romulus or Remus actually existed there.

The Palatine 

Legend says that Palatine Hill is where city founders Romulus and Remus were found, inside a cave. From as early as 510 B.C., many wealthy Romans made their homes here, which is why you can tour the remains of palaces and temples today. The views from this area are spectacular, and you can access many spots where there are winding paths and gardens. There’s also an on-site museum full of artifacts and artworks from the Palatine itself.

[image: 4] Essential 

Since the Pantheon continues to serve as a working Catholic church, be sure to dress appropriately even if you only want to wander through as a tourist. Sleeveless and backless shirts are a no-no, and if you are wearing shorts, they should come down to cover your knees. Pants or long skirts are a better option.

Roman Forum 

The Forum was the area around which civilization in Rome evolved. This is where government leaders met, criers detailed the day’s news to the people, and temples were built for worship. Think of a modern-day business and civic district—one where the people wore flowing robes to the taverns after a long day’s work. Much of the Forum has been destroyed, but with a map in hand, you can visualize what used to be there as you make your way around.

The Pantheon 

To the northwest of the Roman Forum is the Pantheon, often cited as the best-preserved building from the times of Ancient Rome. It was built as a temple to all the gods of that time and has been continuously used ever since, most recently as a Catholic church since the seventh century.

Mass is still celebrated here, if you want to become a part of the building’s history instead of just touring around it. The interior is spectacular, and its construction is often cited as the Romans’ most important architectural achievement. The concrete dome weighs about 5,000 tons and is so large that it may have been designed to symbolize the heavens.

The Spanish Steps 

One of the most popular gathering places for tourists in Rome is the 138 treads known as the Spanish Steps, which rise from one side of Piazza di Spagna. The steps are north of the Colosseum and Forum areas, just south of a metro line stop and Villa Borghese, the city’s largest public park featuring fountains, statues, and museums.

[image: 3] Fact 

The Spanish Steps were actually built with money donated by a French diplomat. The nearby piazza is named after the Spanish embassy, which used to be situated there, but the staircase itself leads to Trinità dei Monti, which is a French church.

The Spanish Steps were built in the early 1700s and are widely recognized as one of the tallest, widest outdoor staircases in western Europe. The piazza is a bit older, dating from the early 1600s. On one corner is the home where English poet John Keats lived and died in the early 1800s. (It’s now a museum that you can tour; go to www.keats-shelley-house.org for more information.)

Fontana di Trevi 

Trevi Fountain—at eight stories high, the largest Baroque fountain in Rome—is not to be missed. It draws flocks of tourists the way food scraps draw pigeons, but don’t let the masses deter you. The sculptures that line the fountain are among the most beautiful in Italy, and the photo opportunities are worth elbowing your way down to the front of the crowd.

Be sure to have a few coins with you when you get to the water’s edge. Legend states that if you toss a coin into Trevi Fountain, you will return to Rome someday. A lot of people believe this to be true: About [image: 6]3,000 make their way into the water every day.

Religious Highlights 

Religion and history go hand in hand, and thus, Rome is awash in religious monuments and touring opportunities. The biggest, of course, is the enclave of Vatican City—including St. Peter’s Basilica and the Sistine Chapel—which will be explained in detail in Chapter 3.

[image: 5] Question 

Did Michelangelo carve Christ the Redeemer in one try?
Nope. The great sculptor had to abandon his first attempt while it was still in rough form because he found a black vein running through the slab of white marble. It marred the area that would have become Christ’s cheek.

Basilicas offer interesting opportunities to explore historic artwork in addition to the city’s religious tradition. Some good options include the Basilica of St. Peter in Chains and Santa Maria sopra Minerva, both of which are home to works by Michelangelo.

Basilica of St. Peter in Chains 

This basilica, built in the middle of the fifth century, is best known as the home of Michelangelo’s statue Moses. The basilica takes its name from the fact that it was built to house the relic of chains that bound St. Peter in Jerusalem. They’re not open and in public view, but the statue of Moses is, and is well worth a look, since Michelangelo considered it to be his most lifelike creation.

Santa Maria sopra Minerva 

This is the only Gothic church in Rome, and it’s close to the Pantheon. The building houses Michelangelo’s Christ the Redeemer sculpture, which stands to the left of the main altar. Renaissance painter Fra Angelico is buried here, as is Pope Paul IV.

Top Museums 

If you prefer to view your artwork in museums rather than in churches, Rome will not disappoint. You could visit a museum or gallery each day for an entire week’s worth of vacation, if you so choose, each housing important historical works.

National Museum of Rome 

The National Museum of Rome is home to one of the world’s foremost archaeology collections. You will find great works of art and sculpture here, as well as a unique numismatic collection that shows the evolution of currency in Italy, including some extremely rare coins.

Some of the works you can view here include historic church frescoes, the sculptures Suicide of Gaul and Tivoli General, and mosaics taken from the villa of Livia, wife of Rome’s first emperor, Augustus. The museum’s website is www.roma2000.it.
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