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12 to 25 September 2008 
http://www.dcmorgan.co.uk/italyhol.html
Not a good day to want to travel on Eurostar – the lorry fire in the tunnel on the night before our departure caused such a hiatus in our arrangements to say the least!

We phoned Great Rail Journeys at 6 am on Friday morning to be told to get to St Pancras for our intended departure time. An hour or so after that time our group was on a coach to Dover to board a delayed ferry to Calais. There, we waited for a coach to take us to Paris (we should have been in Switzerland by then having dinner at the hotel!).

In Paris the night life was in full swing in the early hours of Saturday as we sought the hotel near the Moulin Rouge. We had a very few hours sleep although one couple decided to go walking all night, then an early breakfast and short taxi drive to Gare de l’Est. The intention was to catch an express train to Milan but with a mix up over altered tickets with SCNF, we were left sitting at a café on the station concourse wondering where to go next. After a few hours and many phone calls we boarded a coach outside the station bound for Charles de Gaulle airport. A couple of hours later we boarded a plane (Vueling, a Spanish airline) to take us to Roma da Vinci airport, arriving only four hours behind schedule! We should have arrived by train via Milan. A coach took us to our hotel for a late, cold, delicious dinner and we were in bed just after midnight. 
Next morning our ‘taster tour’ was postponed to the afternoon to allow us to sleep on and have a late breakfast, but we did take a short walk locally. A coach dropped us near the Trevi Fountain then we walked on with a guide to the Forum area and the Colisseum which was well up to expectations. Then we went on by coach for an excellent dinner at a restaurant near Piazza Navona down from the Ponte Umberto.
Next day, Monday, we braved the metro back to the Colisseum in order to see the frescos at the Palatino Casa de Agosto. We walked back to the hotel with another couple. Mid afternoon we were on a coach again, this time to the Frascati area which was very attractive and at Arricia we had a private tour of the Palazzo Chigi. This had been the home of an old Italian family. Then we went on to Castelgandolfo overlooking Lake Albano where the Pope has his summer residence. He was there and apparently had been in Paris at the same time as we were. Our meal that evening at the Antico Ristorante Pagnanelli began in their wine cellar where we had tastings of their wine and canapés then we ate a good dinner upstairs in the arboretum like dining room.
Tuesday saw us on the metro again to St Peter’s Square. The queue was too long to get inside and you needed an early booked tour to see the Vatican City. We started our walk back to the hotel down the boulevard towards the river with spectacular views of the Cathedral behind us and passed the Castel Sant’Angelo, crossed over the Tiber to find the Piazza Navona again with its paintings and cafés, then on to the Pantheon plus a look inside. Further on we passed the Trevi Fountain and I decided to buy the black leather handbag I had seen earlier. Our walk continued to the Trinità del Monti, Spanish Steps, then we took the metro down to Circo Massimo via the main station as we had not seen it earlier, then back to the hotel for a rest. For our meal that evening we found a good Trattoria round the corner.
On Wednesday, having packed, had breakfast and a short walk to the Stazione Termini we finally travelled by train on the Eurostar Italia to Florence. We were taken by coach up to the Piazzale Michelangelo for a fantastic view over the town from south of the river. Later we walked over the Ponte Vecchio to see the Pitti Palace. Dinner was pretty awful at our hotel.
Next morning a coach took us with an excellent guide to the Basilica di Santa Croce where Michelangelo, Dante, Machiavelli and Gallileo were buried. Then we walked through town to the imposing Duomo, all stripey black and white. That evening we had a short drive into the Chianti wine region for a wonderful dinner at Castello Vicchiomaggio complete with music and dancing.
The heavens opened for our next day morning outing to the walled city of Lucca in Tuscany. Wearing all wet weather gear plus an umbrella we walked along the wall and through various Piazzas then back to the coach. The afternoon brightened up considerably with a drive up into the hills to another vineyard and a superb lunch at a Villa (where they were selling the Maionchi-Tofori Lucchese wine). On returning to Florence we had a rest to sleep off some of the wine then walked locally!
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Saturday morning we had a tour of the Uffizi Gallery and then we walked to the Pitti Palace but decided not to go round the gardens as they wanted €10! So we wandered on, bought a sandwich and found a bench in a square in the sun for our lunch. Later we made for the Duomo to get inside the cupola when the queue was not so long. There were lots of steps but wonderful paintings inside the Dome and fantastic views over Florence from the top. After the 430 steps down we treated ourselves to super gelati (icecream). Mine was pistachio, nuts, vanilla and fig flavour. We had our dinner at a café near the station.
Sunday was time to go to Venice on the Eurostar Italia again and that great moment when you come out of the station and see the canals, boats and buildings. We had a launch to our hotel on the Lido called Hungaria Palace, an incredible Art Nouveau building built in 1910 with tiles all over the façade, a red carpet up to the door and original furniture inside. As it was quite cold that evening we had a local meal inside a café with some of our group.
We had been given our 3 day water bus passes so that left us free to travel anywhere in Venice. Our first ride was to St Mark’s Square for a short guided tour through to the Rialto Bridge and back. Then we hopped onto a Vaporetto and took a circular trip taking in the Grand Canal. The next boat bus was to Murano to see some glass blowing at a factory there. [image: image3.jpg]


In the evening we all went to Burano to see some lacemaking then a brilliant fish dinner at Restaurant Da Romano.
Our last whole day was Tuesday so we started the morning with bus rides around the Lido then back on the water to St Mark’s Square. This time we took the opposite circular trip alighting at San Giorgio Maggiore to see the inside of the church and go in a lift up the tower for panoramic views of Venice’s islands. That evening we walked from the Square to the Canaletto Restaurant for our last dinner together. We stood outside at first for a sparkling drink and nibbles then went inside to sit down in their wines room which was just large enough for our party. We had three excellent courses and plenty of wine and some liqueur. We walked back to the boat at midnight through St Mark’s Square where three restaurant orchestras were playing in turn and floated back to the hotel.
Our last morning we walked along the Lido beach to look at the turkish style Excelsior Hotel which had been famous in the decadent ’30s. A swimming pool now replaces the dance floor area on the terrace! That afternoon we took the Eurocity from Venice Santa Lucia to Milan which only offered a drinks trolley. At Milan I was disappointed to find that the Pizza stall no longer existed and we had to buy rather uninteresting rolls for our supper. We did pop outside to look at the enormous façade of the front of Milan station. Most of us bought some wine for the journey then were delighted to receive more wine and water once we were on the Nachtzug bound for Cologne overnight. There was quite a party atmosphere as we drank our wine then decided to call it a day and try to sleep in our bunks, travelling via Switzerland into Germany. Along the banks of the Rhine we saw several Schloss (castles) in the early hours once it was light.
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In Cologne we visited the Cathedral again (seen it at Christmas time and went to the Market) and walked along the river and into the shopping area. We found a super bakery with a café and bought two lots of hot chocolate and buns! Next was the Thalys train to Brussels then finally we squeezed onto a busy Eurostar back to St Pancras. We never had champagne but we did drink some wine. We were safely home by mid evening.

The weather in Rome was quite warm, windy and with plenty of sun; Florence was cooler but sunny; Venice was cooler still with a bit of light rain but mainly bright and some sun.

If you would like to see a selection of photos please use the link at the top of the page.

Gerald and I wish you all a very Happy Christmas and the ‘best of luck’ in the New Year at these troubled times.
Rosalind and Gerald
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