
When in Rome: clockwise 
from top left, St Peter’s 
basilica and Sant’Angelo 
bridge  across the Tiber; 
aimless wandering in 
atmospheric Trastevere; 
statue of Neptune in 
Piazza Navona; inside the 
Pantheon; Santa Maria 
della Pace, near Piazza 
Navona; the Bramante 
Renaissance courtyard  
in Santa Maria della Pace; 
Trevi Fountain; Moro 
Fountain in Piazza Navona 
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You’re thinking about…
That weekend in Rome’s 

centro storico
Rule number one: don’t overdo it. The historical 
centre, a tangle of streets tucked into a curve of 
the Tiber river, is home to countless crumbling 
piazzas, Renaissance churches and buzzy pizza 
joints. So narrow it down: pick a big-hitter or  
two and prepare to stroll. And wear flat shoes 
— you’ll ruin heels on the cobbles, anyway. 

Base yourself at the boutiquey Hotel Campo 
de’ Fiori (Via del Biscione 6; hotelcampodefiori.
com; doubles from £90, B&B) and you’re only 
10 minutes from your first showstopper, the 
Pantheon (Via della Rotonda; turismoroma.it/
cosa-fare/pantheon; free), the city’s most 
complete ancient Roman structure. Look up at 
the dome and the sunbeams shooting through 
its skylight, and admire Raphael’s marble tomb.

After coffee at Tazza d’Oro (Via degli Orfani 
84; tazzadorocoffeeshop.com), have a naughty 
lunch at magnificent Piazza Navona: the tartufo 
(ice-cream truffle) from Tre Scalini (Piazza 
Navona 28; www.trescalini.it) is made with 13 
varieties of Swiss chocolate. But don’t make  
the mistake of eating in — takeaway is half  
price (£3.60) and leaves you free to enjoy the 
square’s best vantage point, beside Bernini’s 
opulent Fountain of the Four Rivers. 

Use that sugar hit to tackle the knot of streets 
just west of here. Getting lost is half the fun, but 
the 15th-century church Santa Maria della Pace 
is worth seeking out for its wedding-cake looks 
and peaceful Renaissance cloisters (Via Arco 
della Pace 5; chiostrodelbramante.it; free). 
Peckish again? The cloisters’ own bistro (00 39 
06 6880 9036; mains about £9) does a mean 
risotto. Alternatively, hop down the road to La 
Montecarlo (Vicolo Savelli 13; lamontecarlo.it; 
pizzas about £6), where food comes with bags 
of raucous charm. Bars abound, so take your 
pick for a snifter — a Negroni at Salotto 42 
(Piazza di Pietra 42; www.salotto42.it), or a 
crash- course in Italian vino at Antica Enoteca 
(Via della Croce 76b; www.anticaenoteca.com). 

Sunday morning means window-shopping: 
stroll with locals past the Gucci, Prada and 
Ferrari boutiqes on Via dei Condotti and Via  
del Corso. Tick off the nearby Spanish Steps, 
Rome’s iconic meeting place, and the 
beautifully sculpted, always packed Trevi 
Fountain. As the crowds multiply, take a turn 
around the area’s lesser-known churches: 
Santa Maria Sopra Minerva for Medieval tombs 
beneath Gothic vaulting, and San Luigi dei 
Francesi for its Caravaggio paintings. Finish up 
with the perfect gelato at Carapina (Via dei 
Chiavari 37; gelateriacarapina.it; from £1.80). 
Depending on what’s been whipped up today, 
you might try parmesan, peppermint cream or 
hazelnut flavours — quick, before it drips! 
Handiest airport: Rome Fiumicino or Ciampino. 
For flights, see p80. HO >



You’re looking for…
That Pompeii day trip

Pompeii brings you face to face with the 
Romans. Among headless columns and fallen 
arches, deserted streets lead to lavish dining 
rooms, lavatories and brothels. Walls are 
covered in political graffiti; a bucket of cement 
lies upturned by a wall; bodies crouch in 
corners, facial expressions still readable. And 
brooding above it all: Vesuvius, the volcano that 
destroyed (and preserved) this town in AD79.

Arrive as close to opening time (8.30am) as 
you can — ahead of the crowds and heat. Shade 
is minimal, but there are free fountains so bring 
a water bottle. The map and mini-guide (which 
should come free with your ticket; pompeii 
sites.org; £8) give you enough of an idea of the 
site’s layout so as not to need an audioguide.

Inside, you’ll find yourself in the open space 
of the Forum. The crowds here suggest how 
busy the main piazza was in Roman times, 
though, so don’t linger. Move on to the 
highlights: the House of the Tragic Poet (one  
of the best-preserved private houses) and  
the brothel (‘Blondie has taught me to hate 
dark-haired girls,’ enthuses one bit of graffiti).  
If you’re feeling energetic, hike on to the 
world’s oldest surviving amphitheatre, a good 
150 years older than Rome’s Colosseum.

There’s a strange stillness to Pompeii, which 
is best appreciated away from the hordes. 
Keep your eyes open, and everywhere you’ll 

Five killer villas
La dolce vita starts here 

CaSa del ConTadino, umbria
Restored chocolate-box cottage  
+ wildflower-strewn hill country  
= Umbrian dreaminess. In the 
grounds of a Medieval hamlet, too. 
From £527 per week; sleeps four 
(020 7563 7999, cvvillas.com).

villa San viCenzo, Puglia
It’s two stylish stone houses in an 
olive grove, which can be taken 
separately or as one. Families  
will love the outdoor cinema and 
kids’ pool within the grown-ups’ 
limestone version. From £4,351 
per week; sleeps 10 (020 7377 
8518, thethinkingtraveller.com).

duomo, FlorenCe
Choose this apartment rather than 
a hotel and you get Duomo views 
from the sofa and a (shared) 
rooftop terrace. Expect high 
ceilings and mosaic floors — it was 
once an embassy. From £1,948 
per week (short stays possible); 
sleeps four (020 7855 2998, 
www.tuscanviews.eu).

villa riTa, SiCily
You get sea views all around from 
this mountainside house, which is 
modern yet still feels homely. And 
you’re near Cefalù town. From 
£1,803 per week; sleeps eight (020 
3529 8013, massimovillas.com).

villa rei, Sardinia
Eight minutes’ drive from the sea, 
Villa Rei (below) has that ‘beach 
house’ look: bleached wood, 
canvas and wall-to-wall white. 
The lawn and little pool make it 
kid-friendly, too. From £1,798 per 
week; sleeps nine (07500 668644, 
italianrentals4u.com). KB 

see evidence of daily life interrupted: stairways 
that lead to fresh air, the fittings of windows and 
doors long lost. You won’t see much furniture 
— not just because of the eruption itself, but 
because, with more warning of Vesuvius’s 
plans than is commonly supposed, most of 
Pompeii’s residents actually packed up and  
left. Some stayed behind, of course, and  
they’re still here, clinging to each other.  
It’s moving stuff, even 2,000 years on.

You can do Pompeii as a day out from Rome 
— but those in the know save themselves four 
hours’ driving (each way, in poor traffic) and 
travel instead from Naples, where you can also 
see Pompeii’s best-preserved mosaics and 
murals at the National Archaeological Museum 
(Piazza Museo 19; cir.campania.beniculturali.it/
museoarcheologiconazionale; £6). Stay at the 
grand 19th-century UNA Hotel (Piazza Garibaldi 
9-10; 00 39 081 563 6901, unahotels.it/en; 
doubles from £67, B&B) and you’ll be right 
opposite the train station for an early departure 
to Pompei Villa dei Misteri (the 8.11am arrives  
at the site’s western entrance at 8.36am;  
www.eavsrl.it; £1.85 each way).

Allow at least three hours for exploring 
Pompeii — or, even better, spend the day. And  
fit in a pizza stop at Lucullus (Via Plinio 129; 
ristorantelucullus.it; pizzas about £5), round  
the corner from the station, then hop on the 
train back to Naples (departures every half hour).
Handiest airport: Naples. For flights, see p80. HO
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You’re thinking about…
That Naples pizza

Fancy a quiet bite? Look elsewhere. In the 
home of pizza, elbows poke out at right angles, 
cutlery is waved wildly, waitresses deliver a 
furious stream of white plates, and cheers of 
excitement erupt when the prize dish is finally 
laid on the marble-topped table. In Naples, the 
oven-fired dough is thinner, the tomatoes are 
sweeter, and the smell of freshly plucked basil 
leaves will make your head spin.

The pizza has risen from street food for the 
city’s 16th-century poor to source of national 
pride, with pizzaioli (pizza-makers) perfecting 
their art (government regulations dictate how 
the perfect Neapolitan pizza should be made).

For the best, join the queue (up to an hour)  
at simple, white-tiled Da Michele (Via Cesare 
Sersale 1/3; damichele.net; pizzas £3.60). 
Choosing is easy, as the Condurro family, in >

business since 1870, make only two: marinara 
and margherita, both unsurpassed, thanks to 
San Marzano tomatoes (originally from 
Vesuvius’s slopes) and fior di latte (cow’s-milk 
mozzarella), so bases don’t get soggy. 

For greater variety, try any of the simple 
pizzerias in Naples’s crumbling Old Town — 
particularly around chaotic Spaccanapoli, where 
stalls sell dainty presepe (nativity sets), even in 
the blazing heat of July. If you’re in a hurry, order 
a takeaway portafoglio (folded pizza) from Di 
Matteo (Via dei Tribunali 94; www.pizzeriadi 
matteo.com; portafoglio 70p) — perfect fuel  
for an exploration of the old city’s tufa-stone 
buildings and ancient underground passages.

Then retreat to the calm rooftop terrace of  
La Ciliegina hotel (00 39 081 1971 8800, www.
cilieginahotel.it; doubles from £95, B&B).
Handiest airport: Naples. For flights,  
see p80. SM
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Your heart is set on…
That magical musical 

moment
Is it the passionate Italian temperament?  
Or does the temperate climate and beautiful 
landscape allow the soul more time to dream? 
Whatever it is, Italy’s rich musical heritage is part 
of the country’s fabric. Even the peal of church 
bells from a lakeside church at dusk, the notes 
pouring across the water, can make the spine 
tingle. Then there’s the opera. At a summer 
evening performance in Verona’s Roman 
amphitheatre (right; www.arena.it), you can 
raise your candle aloft and thrill to the magic  
of sublime arias soaring into the night sky.  
The priciest seats are £149, but un-numbered 
step-seats in the gods cost from just £18.  

You’re looking for… 
That pavement cafe 

cappuccino
Think cappuccinos are bland and milky? 
You’ve not tried one in Italy. You’ll be enticed 
by its nutty, smoky aroma and creamy 
topping, then thwacked around the head with 
the caffeine jolt. Drink it at breakfast (after 
11am you should only order un caffè — 
espresso), alongside a croissant-y cornetto. 
Steer clear of cafes offering Starbucks sizes 
with toppings: a small cup of coal-black 
espresso topped with froth is the biz. Choc  
on top? No, grazie — locals drink it neat. 

For piazza views, you can’t beat the 
cappuccino at Caffè Florian (Piazza San 
Marco; caffeflorian.com), in Venice’s  
St Mark’s Square — magical, despite the  
£7 bill. In ritzy Portofino, sip your Java at old 
Garbo haunt Excelsior (www.caffexcelsior.
com; Piazza Martiri dell’Olivetta 54). 
Oversized sunglasses optional. 

In Florence, dodge the tourists for a table 
at Borgo Antico (www.borgoanticofirenze.
com), in Piazza Santo Spirito, to savour your 
cappuccio (local speak) as you gaze up at 
sunbeams bouncing off terracotta-tone 
houses. Don’t mind the milk moustache 
— it’s a sign of a good froth. Stay round the 
corner at the SoprArno Suites (Via Maggio 
35; 00 39 055 046 8718, soprarnosuites.
com; doubles from £120, B&B). AD

>

Arrive early to bag a prime spot, and remember 
to bring a cushion (or hire one, £3). 

Fond of fireflies? Watch them fizz like tiny 
fuses across Tuscany’s Lake Massaciuccoli,  
the shimmering backdrop to Torre del Lago’s 
annual Puccini Festival (July 24–August 30; 
puccinifestival.it). On August 15 — a national 
holiday — top seats for Tosca drop from  
£116 to £71. Lark rather than night owl? Head  
for ravishing Ravello, perched like a rocky  
balcony high above the Gulf of Salerno. At  
the 4.45am ‘Dawn Concert’ on August 11 
(ravellofestival.com; from £40), you’ll watch 
sunrise break over the Med as heart-melting 
strains of orchestral music by Verdi and Dvořák 
float skyward, making you feel as though you’re 
suspended between Heaven and Earth. LC 


