--- DRAFT ---  

Monday, June 13, 2005

Today we started the adventure that was our honeymoon.  After getting about one hour of sleep (Eric) and zero hours of sleep (Barbara) we headed to the Cleveland Airport in my 2000 Chrysler Cirrus.  I think it may have just rolled over to 9,000 miles, after buying it with 8,000 miles (for $6500) about a month ago.  We only got turned around once, costing us a half hour, but we had plenty of time - enough to sit down and eat some delicious Chinese food before our flight.  Our short flight to Toronto was uneventful.  While waiting for our flight to Rome, Michael Jackson was cleared on all charges on his child molestation trial.

Air Canada was quite generous during our first International flight.  We received a hot meal of chicken & rice and vegetable lasagna.  Much to our surprise, we were also treated to free drinks - red wine, a *strong* rum'n'coke, and Baily's Irish Creme.  We caught a couple hours sleep before our continental breakfast.  Happily, Barbara didn't seem to mind the flights very much.  The booze and warm facial towels delivered by attendants with tongs probably helped!  

Tuesday June 14, 2005

Our plane, delayed in Toronto due to a thunder and lightning storm, touched down a little late around 10:00 a.m.  After getting some directions in broken English, we found our way to the hotel shuttle pick-up.  A sketchy-looking but well-dressed individual conned some poor tourists complete with a fanny pack into taking them off to neverland, most likely never to be heard from again.  Rick Steves (Rick Steves Guide to Italy) says not to accept rides from non-official people pushing rides from tourist traps.  We then followed someone holding a cardboard Marriott sign into an unmarked white van.  After belatedly confirming the van was indeed the official Marriott shuttle, we arrived at the Courtyard to the waiting helpful hotel attendants.

Check-in was not for a couple hours, so to kill time, Barbara and I went for a walk.  We found a pizzeria across the street and had a couple slices - good-tasting, flat, fairly dry: typical we learned for Italian finger food.  A friendly, scruffy gentleman sat down - indicating he only spoke French and Italian.  I guess he either didn't know much Francais or my pronunciation was way off when I was commenting on the overcast sky.  My "ou est le soleil aujourd'hui" was returned with a "sorry, I don't speak English."

Our next stop brought us to a banca, where I decided to try to get some euros.  I was too dumb to walk through the front door.  Only after I watched another customer press a red button to open the revolving door did I get in. (Very "Beam me up, Scotty"-esque.)  After getting a "customers only" message from the guard, we beamed ourselves to the sidewalk to create additional chaos in Italy.  Barbara and I were delighted to find a supermercati.  We bought a couple nectarines and bananas, which threw off the Italian-only speaking cashier.  Apparently in Italy, you should bag, weight, and tag your own fruit using the machines available *before* arriving at the check-out line.

Returning the hotel, we found that there were still no available rooms.  We headed to the lounge with Internet access (6 euros/hour).  We met a professor from the University of Mississippi who had been to the University of Pittsburgh a few times and to Carnegie Mellon ("a very good school") once.  I helped someone else who formerly lived in Moon Township (Pittsburgh) use another computer with an Italian keyboard configuration.  Even thousands of miles away, you cannot truly escape Pennsylvania.

A loud voice awoke us from our couch naps to announce that our room was (finally) ready.  Barb's uncle Andy was right - there are no washclothes in Italy.  Barb heeded that warning and brought one.  We were in the dark about the lighting situation: insert your room key in the slot beside the door to avoid having the lights extinguish after 60 seconds.  Another question drained away when we discovered that toilets flush via a large wall-mounted push-button.  Two consecutive nights with very little sleep caused us to sleep like rocks from 3:00 p.m. to 7:00 pm.
Dinner was at a nice restaurant across the street: Borocco.  Discovered that Italian restaurants charge you for a bottle of mineral water (gas or no gas) and thoughtfully include a 'sitting fee' if you sit at a table to dine.  I had a *delicious* steak.  Barbara had carbonara pasta.  Upon returning to the Marriott, we learned from the helpful bilingual staff that a shuttle (12 euros/person) could take us downtown in the morning.

End of Day One.

Wednesday June 15, 2005

Barbara and I had a *very* filling breakfast Americano - eggs, bacon, sausage, potato cakes, fruit, cereal, and juice - which sat in our stomachs like lead weights and kept us full until mid-afternoon.  On the way downtown, we experienced the *insane* Roman drivers - I'm so glad I'm not driving during this trip!  It seems like a free-for-all with stop signs far and few between and a lot of scooters (small motorcycles) scooting between lanes of traffic.

First stop was the famous Colloseum, built somewhere between 0 and 300 A.D., where gladiators fought hundreds of years ago.  Wild that this building was nearly 2,000 years old and others we walked past were 500-100+ years old, compared to the United States - where virtually nothing is over 300 years old.  Our guided tour began in the rain and ended sunnily.  In its hey-day, the Colosseum was covered in exquisite marble - which was scavenged for other buildings when it was abandoned after the fall of the Roman Empire.

From the Colloseum we walked to Palantine Hill - the home of Roman Emporers, where we get our word "Palace."  Not too impressive, but it had a nice view of the Roman Forum.  Next we took the subway to Vatican City, saw the *extremely* long lines for the Sistine Chapel and St. Peter's Bascilla, and decided it wasn't worth it.  We *did* find a shop completely devoted to lemons and lemon-related products, including a very strong citron liqueur, which made Barbara's face screw up like she just bit into a very alcoholic lemon.

After even more walking around, we weren't feeling so hot, blaming it on copious amounts of Italian oil in dinner and breakfast.  We decided, admittedly reluctantly, to find the haven of the Golden Arches. We were thinking safe, fruit, and salad.  We found them.  Fruit, hamburger, and coffee later we were feeling 100% better.  And randomly, we were right across the square from the Pantheon! Many hundreds of years old, the barbarians left this building alone because it became a church dedicated to martyrs just after the fall of Rome.  The interior sported beautiful, well-preserved marble columns and statues, and the tomb of Rapheal.

It was definitely time to call it a night after all of that walking...

Thursday June 17, 2005

Unfortunately, today was mostly a day of traveling to Florence.  I got up a little late, we had breakfast, I did some research about obtaining euros, and it was 11:30AM by the time we left the hotel.  A bit of wait for the train meant we didn’t leave until 2:00 p.m.  A few hours on the train got us to Florence in the evening.  We managed to find our hotel on a narrow sidestreet on which the numbers follow consecutive numbering too well.  Dismayed to find that a hotel voucher from STA Travel was needed to check in, I called the ever-helpful Amanda Carpentier (manager, STA Travel Pittsburgh) who was able to email our vouchers.

Lucky for us, dinner in Italy is late: usually between 7:00 p.m. and 10:00 p.m.  We left at 8 o'clock to find an eatery and settle on Za Za - an apparently popular restaurante with outdoor seating in a public square.  We sat down beside a quintessential young American couple, who we learned was from Kansas City.  One of their friends worked for Cerner, a Kansas City-based company for which I nearly worked.  Barbara had an *excellent* eggplant parmesan as a first course and a *fantastique* ravioli dish as a second.  On the other hand, I had a rather mediocre salad followed by a mediocre pasta dish.  My glass of red wine helped slightly.

A talented young girl sitting two tables behind us spontaneously broke into song throughout the meal.  An extremely wealthy-looking Italian man began eating at the table behind us.  He was sporadically joined by other equally well-dressed gentlemen throughout the evening.  

Barbara and I were leaving at the end of our meal when I motioned for Barbara to follow me.  I complimented the young lady on her singing and asked if she could sing to Barbara; it was our honeymoon.  She was a voice student and saying sheepishly at first, "I usually don't do this..." she proceeded to walk to the edge of the restaurant canopy.  She sang with a beautiful strong voice for several minutes.  She was rewarded with a hearty round of applause from the nearby tables and a round of champagne from the wealthy-looking Italian man who sat between us.  

After dinner, we enjoyed some gelato, and wandered the streets of Florence.  We bumped into the Kansas City couple again before returning to our hotel.  Our room featured a toilet *inside* the shower, much to Barbara's dismay. (Ever taken a shower with a wet toilet?!)  It could have been placed outside of the shower if it wasn't for the bidet in the way.  C'est la vie...

Friday June 19, 2005

We woke up early so we could walk around Florence for a bit more, considering our late arrival.  Like Rome, Florence features ornate architecture, buildings hundreds of years old, and narrow streets with tall buildings stacked abruptly against each other on either side.  Unlike Rome, drivers seemed more sane, with bikes buses, and scooters outnumbering cars, and some bikes using the exclusive bike lane that took up 30% of the available roadway.

Back at the hotel we experienced our first non-Marriott European breakfast. Which isn't much - corn flakes with milk, rolls, and that was about it.  We were on our way to Venice by 8:20 a.m.

Getting to our hotel in Venice was a four step process: a few hours on the Eurorail to the Venice station, taxi to downtown Venice, a water taxi to the Rialto Bridge, and a 5 minute walk to the hotel itself.  The water taxi showed us the quintessential view of Venice, with the canal lapping at the building facades.  We reached our hotel after traversing a labyrinth of very narrow streets between rows of adjacent houses.  A older friendly Italian gentleman named Bruno greeted us.  He informed us that we did not have to trek to the famed island of Murano to get quality pieces of blown glass; the same items were sold in booths several blocks away.  We checked into our room, which featured a balcony overlooking a canal and a shower *without* a toilet in it!  Still fairly early, we set out for the street vendors near the Rialto Bridge.  We found a lot of unique shops and bought a paper mache cat mask, a "Venice" plate (for Irene) and two signed glass birds for Irene.

Mission accomplished, we returned to the hotel to deposit our items before dinner.  We asked Burno for dining suggestions at St. Mark's Square, a beautiful well-known romantic piazza, but he scoffed at the expensive restaurantes in the square, instead recommending one across the Rialto Bridge.  Dinner did not start until 7 o'clock, so we bought/killed some time by getting a glass of wine by the Grande Canal.  We found our recommended eatery but it neither looked nor smelled good at all, so we found a place by the canal to eat.  The food must have been OK because Barbara and I don't remember what we ate (although we remember what the people beside us were eating.) 

St. Mark's Square turned out to be very, very romantic in the warm Venice night.  A beautiful large square with dueling orchestras at the various restaurants.  They wanted 20 euros for gelato - who knows what they were asking for an entire meal!  We ended the night with a quiet gondola ride throughout town.  Parts of Venice were still bustling around midnight during our walk back to the hotel.  

Saturday June 20, 2005

Travel day to France.  First train was from Venice to Milan.  We had just enough time to catch the train from Milan (Italy) to Nice (France).  Nice was nice; it looked like paradise.  The train tracks went right along the coastline - a few meters farther and we would have been in the water.  With the plethora of swimsuits and palm trees it could have easily been mistaken for Hawaii.  During our two hour layover we had a pizza from a pizzeria across the street from the Metro station.

The night train from Nice to Toulouse was reminiscent of sleeping quarters on a submarine.  Second class configurations are separated into compartments with doors, six people to a compartment.  There are three bunks on each side of the little room, with no room to sit up.  Luckily there were only two other people in this bunk, so we were able to fold the middle bunks up for additional room.  I enjoyed trying out my French - to my surprise, I was able to hold down a basic conversation with the French couple that shared our bunk.  They indicated they were from Nice, to which I replied that Nice is a very beautiful place.  "It's also a beautiful place to *leave*," they replied wittingly.  We were able to catch a few hours of sleep before arriving at the Toulouse station on time: 5:05 a.m.

Sunday June 21, 2005

Barbara's cousin Susan was easy to spot as we ascended the escalator in the Metro station.  As advertised, she was wearing a green leather jacket and wore brown hair and glasses - and she looked very similar to her mother.  Susan greeted us and we walked 15 minutes to her apartment.  The streets were quite busy with twenty-somethings still up clubbing.  It looks like Toulouse and France know how to party - much more than any place in Italy!  We all slept until about 10:00 a.m.

Frank and Susan were great hosts.  They showed us around the town markets in the morning (suggestive of Pittburgh's Strip District) and we watched a street performance.  Using the goods we got at the market, we had a picnic in a park.  We made sandwiches with baguettes, cheese, sundried tomatoes, and fried eggplant.  I asked Susan & Frank if they had seen much animosity toward Americans in France, particularly recently.  She said that the French are able to differentiate between individual Americans and the policies of the American government.  They are generally more than happy to help and talk with Americans, understanding that individual people don't necessarily represent the policies of the government. The park policeman was milling about, with nothing to do.  Frank works at a place that answers questions about passports and finding jobs.  Susan teaches English to people in France.

Walking around Toulouse, we admired the architecture, large river, a really old church.  We stopped for bad milkshakes at a cafe and good drinks at a bar.  At night we went to dinner on the street.  Appetizer was a vegetable dish with sauce (yum! finally some vegetables!), duck, and chicken.  Our laundry successfully dried back the apartment.  Barb's mask, which I accidentally sent through the 90 minute wash, dried also.  We were on our way again the next day.

Monday June 22, 2005

The French train from Toulouse to Nice was not so hot -- or more accurately, it was actually quite hot.  The feeble air conditioning system was not working well in the 85 degree heat.  Barbara and I drank all of our water and we were dying for a drink of water.  The snack cart finally came by and it was out of every drink - except beer.  Not good.  Back at Nice we enjoyed a buffet lunch (yum! more vegetables!)  The French night train to Rome was also less than pleasant.  Six people, no free water or welcome kits.  First it was too hot then and it was too cold, but beggars can't be choosers.  Our bunk mates were an Indian database modeler, a young married couple (airplane pilot and pre-med Yale student) and an ornery Italian lady who was too cold.  Barbara chatted with the pre-med girl into the night.  

We disembarked the train at the main train station in Rome: Termini, at 6:45AM.  Within sight of the Golden Arches, we were hoping to get a "real" American breakfast - something along the lines of an egg sandwich.  But alas, even McDonald's had no breakfast -- only muffins and croissants.  We did peruse a supermarket and got ideas for snacks.  We walked a few blocks to our hotel and checked our luggage.  We had a cappuccino and a pastry at the Cafe across the street and decided to check out St. Peter's Basilica.  

St. Peter's Basilica in Vatican City is the largest church in Europe.  We arrived by the less-thief-infested-than-the-bus-64 bus number 40.  The line to get into the church wasn't nearly as long as the ones we saw the first day.  (I guess tourists aren't quite as touristy in the morning.)  We climbed the steps to the massive church, passing by the area in which the Pope delivers his weekly address.  We found an excellent tour guide but lost her just as quick when we passed through security.  Shorts and short skirts were not permitted in the church and some entrepreneurs were selling pants for five euros.  The first part of the tour took us underneath the church, where we passed by the tombs of old popes, including the recently-deceased Pope John Paul II.  I felt somewhat guilty having the privilege of being in such a historic place and not being affiliated with the Catholic church.  I'm sure that millions of Catholics dream about visiting Vatican City and I would have loved to have given this experience to someone who would have found it even more meaningful. 

We continued into the heart of the church - which was quite large - but not quite as large as I'd expected.  The body of a 1960s Pope, possibly Blessed John XXIII, was on display for everyone to admire, much to Barbara's dismay.  The cold marble church/crypt gave us some respite from the hot day.  A just-married bride and groom exited the church about the same time we did.  The trip was time well spent.

We walked slightly beyond the most touristy area to find a bite to eat.  We found a restaurant on a side street.  Oddly there were zero customers versus the five employees milling about, despite the lunchtime hour.  After ten minutes, a few others walked in, all wearing suits speaking Italian, who appeared to know the establishment's proprietor quite well.  It appeared as if the place was being operated by the Italian mafia.  The food was just okay.  We returned to our hotel room for a nap and headed to an Italian opera.  

The opera, a few blocks away, was a small scale operation held in a church with a name similar to 'St. Peter Between the Walls.'  There were only 100 people in attendance.  The program previewed in interesting plot of tragedy, deceit, and comedy - but the all-Italian performance had no props or even mime, so to us it was just an orchestra playing and talented singers belting Italian.  Very well done mind you, but I'm glad that it didn't last much more than an hour. :)  The seven or eight piece orchestra and singers were extremely talented.

Having a hotel that is trying to kill you is not particularly enjoyable.  Hotel des artists was overbooked when we checked in, so they placed us in a room in a mostly unused office/apartment complex several blocks away.  The porter couldn't figure out how to find or unlock the room, so we waited while he returned to confer with the powers that be.  It turns out we were in the wrong place, our intended destination was an unmarked door down the street.  We passed through two completely empty rooms in order to reach our room.  After the opera, we discovered a young loiterer or street sleeper camped out on our front doorstep.  He moved, luckily, by the time we tried to enter.  The main door had a rather difficult locking mechanism and our room key was an old skeleton key that also took some work to unlock.  The doors could not open from the inside without the key, so trying to get out during a fire would be nearly impossible.  Not that you would be awake to do so - due to the apparent lack of smoke detectors or a sprinker system.  

Communication with the outside world was out of the question since we did not have cell phones and the room had no telephone or television.  Barbara got a friendly electric shock in the shower, and we realized the hot water tank was leaking in the morning when we found a wet roll of toilet paper on the sink.  To be fair, we had been "upgraded" to our own private bathroom (versus the communal bathrooms in the hotel complex) and the accommodations were clean, featuring a well-made bed.  We got a scare in the morning when the front desk told us they didn't have our passports.  I walked back to our room, thoroughly checked our luggage, walked back to the main hotel, and asked that they check again.  The desk attendant then found our passports in their safe.  hmm..

Tuesday June 23, 2005

A trek across town to our new hotel was in order after cunningly retrieving our passports (nice try, des Artests!).  I had saved the best hotel for last, using the bulk of my Marriott points to secure a room at the post Grand Flora Marriott on the ritsy Via Vittorio Veneto street.  We saw the Hard Rock Cafe we were looking for and bought a pin and t-shirt for Barbara's friend Steph, who works at a Hard Rock and collects memorabilia from around the world.  We found our hotel at the end of the street.  Ritsy with ample amounts of marble and plush furniture, checking in was enjoyable when we learned we had been upgraded to a 'double standard' and breakfast was included.  The hotel room was nice with a view overlooking the street.

We left for our last day of sight-seeing.  We walked to the Trevi Fountain (exquisite) and the Spanish Steps.  An aggressive friendship-bracelet-pusher accosted us, which we successfully avoided by refusing his 'nice gesture.'  We climbed to the top of the steps and surveyed the crowd from the balcony.  Noticing there were at least three bracelet pushers teaming to scam gullible tourists, we decided to watch and see what they were up to.  It took five or ten minutes for a sucker to accept the bracelet, only to be told to pay for it after it was tied on his arm.  They made an exchange and we knew there was trouble when the sucker/tourist attempted to find the pushers again.  We learned from the man's wife that one of the guys took a pair of twenty euro bills from his wallet and ran through the crowd.  It is a shame that such people have to ruin people's vacations like that.

...to be continued...
