A trip to Italy

From July 4, 2001 to July 24, 2001, Louis, Chris, Andy, Emily and Jeremy took a trip to Italy and stopped in these other European countries: Netherlands, Austria, Germany, Switzerland, Liechtenstein, France, Monaco, and Vatican City.  Pictures of various sights are available on the web at www.vcnet.com/~louis.  

We flew Northwest Airlines since we all have frequent flyer mileage there and they had a special coupon offer for trips to Europe/Rome in July of $725.  That was a good fare for that time of year.  Better deals are available during the non-summer vacation months.  On an international flight we were entitled to a 24-hour stopover upon arrival.  This was quite convenient since Northwest is teamed with KLM and our first flight was a non-stop from Los Angeles to Amsterdam on a KLM 747.  We planned to spend a day in Amsterdam and then fly onward to Rome.  It did not turn out that way. 


We had reservations at the Hotel Ibis at Schiphol Airport, but a better choice would have been the Hotel Ibis at the train station in downtown Amsterdam.  The shuttle from the non-air-conditioned (and it was stifling hot) hotel at the airport took about as long to get to the airport as the fast non-stop train from Amsterdam which stopped right in the middle of the terminal.  To visit Amsterdam, we had to take the shuttle to the airport and then get on the train to downtown.  It was a hot day and we walked to the "Love Boat" canal rides across the street from the train station.  At this point, Louis had his feet already ruined for the trip and never recovered.  The boat ride through the canals was very nice and showed lots of the features of the city.  The gang of singing/drinking Dutchmen in the back were quite entertaining as was the boat driver who kept an ongoing commentary/jokes in both English and Dutch while driving the boat through very narrow canals with one hand and without looking very much where he was going.  Little did we know that he was going to be the best driver that we would see on the trip.  After the canal boat ride, we hopped on the first tram and went along the rails to RembrandtsPlein where there was a lot of street show activity.  Louis then proceeded to ride the trams while everyone else explored the byways of Amsterdam.


The next morning we went to the airport to get the flight to Rome.  There was an Italian air traffic controller one-day strike to protest something, so after several delays our flight was cancelled.  KLM said it was not their fault, so we were on our own.  Hertz said that since we were more than two hours late for our car in Rome, our car reservation had been cancelled.  We could not get a new car reservation for Rome.  After spending all day at the airport, we got a flight the next day directly to Venice, Italy and a new car reservation from SIXT rent-a-car in Venice. We then rented a car at Schiphol and attempted to go to Belgium.  We failed. The traffic in Holland on a Friday afternoon is far worse than anything in Los Angeles.  We got as far as the Rotterdam docks before giving up and going back to Amsterdam.  The next morning, we took the tram and explored the Torture Museum and the Flower Market.  Upon the return from this outing, we drove to the airport and encountered huge lines of people with only an hour to catch the flight.  KLM had mercy upon us and we were the last party to reach the gate for the flight.  After leaving the gate, the pilot said, "There is no good news.  The controls for the elevator are not working and we need a new airplane."  After a three-hour delay trapped in that airplane, the controls were fixed, the pilot was happy with his airplane, and we proceeded to Venice.  As it turned out, this was a good deal since we would have had a long boring car ride from Rome to Venice, so we flew directly to Venice, which was our first major stop anyway.


Who needs a car in Venice?  There is a boat shuttle directly from the airport to town.  Cars can not exist there …no roads, but the SIXT car reserved in Venice was a nice, big Renault station wagon, so we grabbed it right away.  Lots of canals in Venice, and there is a wonderful boat system (called Actv) that stops at the yellow docks for most areas.  We purchased a three-day pass, but fares are never checked.  Canal boats come in three sizes: 1. Small and old that carry 40 people.  2. Medium and newer that carry 100 people.  3. Large and too big for the canal bridges that carry 300 people.  

Hotels in Venice proper were full, so we stayed on the beach in the Lido, which is a short boat ride away from the city.  Cars are allowed there via ferryboat, and the Adriatic Sea beach was right behind our hotel.  There is lots of sand; the slope was quite gradual out to the sea, the water was warm, and the waves were small.  Venice is a very cultural town with music everywhere, and art exhibits everywhere.  The islands of Murano have glass-blowing demonstrations and myriad types of glassware for sale.  The old city of Venice is sinking slowly into the lagoon; many of the older buildings have only one foot of clearance above the ocean and are inundated during periods of high water.  My solution is to build a dike across the entrances to the lagoon and put in huge locks to accommodate the giant passenger liners that visit the city and add thousands of tourists to the streets.  


Verona was the next stop.  It is an old walled Roman city with a large Roman arena in the center that hosts opera every night during the summer.  Emily went up to Juliet's balcony.  The artifacts in the town were interesting.  Outside the town there are several smaller walled cities and large castles in protected locations.  We visited a drive-through animal park and Gardaland, the largest amusement park in Italy.  It was organized like Disneyland and Magic Mountain with rides, shows, and attractions like roller coasters, mine rides, jousting, carnivals, food courts, dolphin show, and water logs/rafts.


We drove along the shores of Lake Garda, the largest lake in Italy, up over the Brenner Pass into Austria, past Innsbruck, and to the Austrian town of Reutte.  Emily picked out the Hotel Maximilian, which overlooked a field of happy Brown Swiss cows.  It had a Ping-Pong table, foosball, pool table, bicycles, and Internet in the lobby.  Several ski areas were nearby, as were the castles of King Ludwig of Bavaria. A new theater was built along the lake near Fussen, Germany for a musical about his life. With European unity, there are no longer any checks at the border crossings, so it is easy to stay in Austria and visit Germany. We visited Neuschwanstein (supposedly the inspiration for the Sleeping Beauty castle in Disneyland).  Louis liked the accordion player in the beer garden and bought a CD of "Der Lustige Leo".  There was an Alpine Slide nearby with a long, challenging concrete track.   


The autobahn/autostrade/freeway/tollway through Austria to Switzerland was strange.  The new road construction in the mountains of Europe is all tunnels and bridges.  Much of the road was through long tunnels under the mountains with an occasional opening. These roads are fast with an average speed of 120 kilometers per hour (72 mph) compared to speeds of 30 kilometers per hour  (18 mph) on the narrow two lane roads that go over the mountains and through towns.  The tour book recommended Alpenzell in Switzerland due to its typically Swiss setting and narrow gauge railroad around the towns, but all we found were desolated streets and closed hotels.  This area was rejected and we stayed in Liechtenstein where the King still lives in his castle overlooking his small country.  The next day we went to Lenzerheide, which had a different form of Alpine Slide.  This was built like a roller coaster with wheels above and below the track.  The sled had handles on either side with a seatbelt for the rider.  This was advertised as the longest Alpine Slide in the world with a completely automated system for sled delivery/pickup on the high-speed quad chair up the mountain.  Speeds could be much faster on this system with no fear the sled falling off the track.  Jeremy was going fast and ran into a stinging insect above the field at the bottom.  He had a sore spot for quite a while.   Two large cable tramways took us to the top of the mountain where many pictures were taken of the surrounding alpine terrain.  Several bicyclists were going up and riding down.  There is a network of mountain bike routes across the area to different lifts.  Andy attempted to run up the trail to a nearby peak and suffered from altitude sickness.  


Back to Italy, we drove along the shores of Lake Maggiore.  This lake has many fancy villas on its shores and there were the large blooms of hydrangea everywhere.  There was lots of activity in and along the lake with ferryboats, fishing boats, sailing boats, hydrofoils, and people everywhere.  Streets were one-way and disorganized. Louis bought a great map of the streets of the lake region of Italy, but it did not tell him about one way streets and pedestrian only bridges. We made several wrong turns and had several disagreements about routing, shoe shopping, restaurants, music festivals, and the like.  We were rewarded with a great thunder/lightning storm that evening.  

Torino was full of five story apartment buildings, each apartment with a balcony.  It seemed like each balcony had flowers and a lady that would come out at dusk each day to observe the activity in the street below.  The city will be host to the winter Olympics in 2006.  We went to the Egyptian museum and attempted to go to the armor museum (closed on Sundays).  The streets downtown were quite narrow and the trams had special right-of-ways.  I think we violated several traffic laws in our trip through the city, but this reckless driving behavior seems to be standard throughout Italy.  We were going to go west towards France, but the Tour de France bicycle race was going through that area and the roads appeared to be crowded, closed, or blocked.  A true bicycle race fan would have gone there to see the bicyclists go up the road to Alpe-de-Huez.   Emily objected to excessive driving distance so we took the short cut to the Riviera through the Tende pass.   The road was two lane, steep, curvy, and very narrow.  The tunnel at the top had a waiting line for wide vehicles so they could turn it into one-way for them.  Louis was driving through this narrow tunnel, and on the other side he was mentally mangled by millions of maniac motorcyclists from behind swerving in front of him and driving the wrong way towards him on his side of the road.  They were passing people by riding down the middle line of the road.  At that point, he was so frazzled that he quit driving and let Chris do the driving for the rest of the trip.

The Italian and French Riviera is way overcrowded.  There are apartments everywhere from the sea up the hills into the mountains.  The roads can not handle the number of cars.  The beaches are 10 meters of gravel covered by umbrellas at best and mostly non-existent.  The only sand is found in protected harbors and costs money to enter.  The sea is filthy, dark, and cloudy, with unknown stuff floating in it.   It looks pretty from a distance, but do not go in the water.  The people in Nice, France are not nice.  They got the award for worst drivers; the most verbal/horn abuse that we saw.  Monaco is tremendously overbuilt.  The parking lot for the casino at Monte Carlo had 10 levels and rude drivers.  The casino would not let anyone in under 21 or poorly dressed.  We ate at the Café de Paris in front of the casino, which was crowded (but had exotic, expensive food); the Metropole Hotel was nearby.  We then fled.  San Remo has many greenhouses covering the hills behind the town.  As it turned out, the French town of Menton at the Italian border would have been a reasonable choice since there are several hotels along the shore and the railroad line does not block beach access as it does in Ventimiglia.  We stayed at the four-star Grand Hotel de Mare on a hill overlooking the sea in Bordighera.  There are several nice pictures that were taken on the grounds of this resort.  The train tracks ran through a tunnel underneath the hotel.  Our room was very well decorated with marble and paintings.  It is on the corner in the pictures directly overlooking the round salt-water swimming pool with round steps leading up to the dive platform and down into the pool.
Genoa (spelled Genova in Italian, and not to be confused on autostrade signs with Geneva in Switzerland) is a large port city, the home of Columbus, and the location of the largest builder of passenger liners, Fincantieri.  It also has the magnificent Acquario di Genova (aquarium) which was built for the EXPO 92 World's Fair.  The descriptions inside are all in both Italian and English.  The exhibits are very thoughtful and educational.  The port tour of all those ships under construction leaves from the entrance.  We noticed that many of the streets were blocked off and businesses were closing early.  There seemed to be 20 polizia, carabinieri, or garda for every tourist. (What is the difference between these uniformed groups?)   As it turns out, Genoa was about to play host to the summit of world leaders at the G8 conference (see the news for the riots that followed).  

Chris received an award from Litton (now Northrop-Grumman) that included free travel for her and a guest to the May 2001 Corporate Advanced Engineering Symposium in Orlando, Florida.  The meeting was at the Portofino Bay Hotel at the Universal Studios complex.  The hotel was modeled after the town of Portofino in Italy.  We had a wonderful week there as Chris gave a presentation, Louis attended the guest events, and the hotel room-key gave the holder front-of-the-line privilege at the theme park and Islands of Adventure.  After the meeting we tried to go to Daytona Beach and ended up at New Smyrna Beach instead.  The Islander Hotel/Timeshare was right on a drive-along beach with umbrellas, catamaran rides, and pool volleyball.  The restaurant there served outstanding crab and seafood.  Several beachwear stores had excellent selections of swimwear and towels.

Of course, after this experience, we just had to visit the real Portofino.  The Universal designers did an outstanding job of copying the town, the harbor, the paint job, and even the Delfini (dolphin) restaurant in along the harbor where the picture of all five of us was taken.  They did not duplicate the number of deluxe yachts in the harbor.  The Delfini served lots of bread for the fish in the harbor and was the most expensive and probably the best food that we had on the trip.  The shrimp, pasta, and mussels were great.  The view was tremendous.  There was a big blue yacht called GRIFF in the harbor.  I wonder whom that one belongs to.  The next stop was Sestri Levante, a pretty beach town with protected harbors on both sides of a peninsula with a castle at the top.  The town actually had sand(!) on both sides and the sand was accessible for free(!).

Pisa has the leaning tower, the cathedral, and the baptistery.  There are large numbers of merchants lining the walls around the area.  The horse-drawn carriage ride through the old university town to the Arno River and back is highly recommended.  Florence has many museums including the Uffizi and lots of students.  We stayed in the Hotel Aprile, which was remodeled from an old Borghese villa.  Room 64, over looking over the Santa Maria Novella church, is better than the noisy ones facing the street.  The town does not smell good; the streets are very narrow.  Most of the museums and churches were within walking distance for everyone except Louis.   Siena is a walled medieval town on a hilltop with a very nice black and white cathedral.  We had purchased a $500 digital camera with a $100 contribution from TRW for Louis' retirement.  This camera enabled us to take lots (about 300 at normal resolution) of pictures and see them (and even zoom in) on the spot.  Unwanted pictures could be discarded immediately.  A photography store there placed all our pictures from the digital camera onto a CD (the camera memory was full) so we could take more pictures.  Andy really liked stopping on the tollway and having dinner at the restaurant on top of the road.  It had a view of the surrounding hillsides and great Italian food.  It even had food that Jeremy could understand and therefore eat.

Rome was about to be the host for the Deaf Olympic Games so there were lots of people using sign language there.  It was also about to be the host to…  Not a headline: American tourist held prisoner in hotel for three hours by President George W. Bush.  Yes, he was visiting the ruins of the Roman Forum about 100 meters from our hotel.  They cleared the street of traffic, moved all the sidewalk café patrons out of the area, and even expelled the watermelon seller.  No one was allowed in the area until his motorcade left.  The next day, they blocked off several streets so he could talk with the President of Italy.  This made the already impossible streets of Rome impassable.  Louis really liked the subways and suburban trains of the region.  For those who miss the graffiti-laden trains, the panhandlers, and the pickpockets of the New York subway, he recommends Rome.  We visited several Roman sights including Hadrian's Villa, Tivoli Water Gardens, Coliseum, Pantheon, and Largo Argentina where all the cats are being cared for.  The taxi ride to the Vatican was fun.  We climbed up to the top of the dome of St. Peter's Church in the Vatican City, which has a spectacular view of the city from the outside and a downward view towards the floor from the inside.  The Italian news of the day was dominated by the Mount Etna eruption, but we did not plan to go to Naples or Sicily.

The trip back on Northwest was through Detroit and uneventful.  The vacation was full of conflict as Andy tried to incite riots among siblings and objected to less than 3-star hotels. Emily objected to driving time and complained when any parent did anything wrong, especially incorrect directions.  Jeremy always had to know what he was eating and only wanted spaghetti pomodoro.  He thought many attractions were boring.  Everyone liked the gelato (ice cream) that was available in multiple flavors everywhere in Italy.  We found hotel vacancies each night and had no car accidents.  Louis missed several walking tours and museums; he did not like the crowds and smokers everywhere.  Chris had a wonderful time and wants to go back to Europe.

