Rome, June 2, 2005

We arrived around 11 – a bit late, but a very smooth procedure at the airport. From there, we took the shuttle-train into the city. We were the last passengers to board, and had to stand the entire way, which was about ½ hour. At the train station, we tried to get a cab. The first driver refused, and then we walked around the building to find the real cab line. There we immediately got a cab, but it turned out to be the driver’s first day on the job. That resulted in many conversations with other cabbies – some conducted as we drove down the streets of Rome. Finally we arrived at the Hotel Duca D’Alba, where we had about a 15 minute wait for our room, not bad considering the time of day. The room was very small, but serviceable, with a very nice terrace, and on the top floor. We then rushed out to meet Pat’s friend Maxine, who was arriving in town at the same time, en route to see some real estate in southern Italy. We met at the Pantheon, skirting major parades and aerial flyovers. We found her, though, and had pizza and calzone in the Campo dei Fiori with Bruno. Then back to the hotel for a nap.
We left again at 6, and walked around the coliseum, up to Trevi, and had dinner at L’Antica Birreria Peroni brew pub. Good beer and bruschetta, and okay pasta. It was quite a scene: mainly locals, with a line outside when we left after 10. Of course, a gelati on the way home, then some much needed zzz.

Friday, June 3, 2005 
Lunch at La Piazetta, a restaurant recommended by in the NY Times. We befriended the waiter and got some lemoncello gratis after a delicious lunch of antipasti and ravioli. Dinner on our terrazzo and a walk up to Piazza Navona to Gelateria della Palma, recommended by Christie and Bill—excellent!

Saturday, June 4, 2005

The train from Rome to Perugia was comfortable, if slow. Pat struck up a conversation with a woman who ended up not having a train ticket. Talked her way out of it though, and the conductor ran off at one stop to buy a ticket for her. She then berated him for paying full price, not the discount she felt entitled to. 

The big fear of renting the stick shift was for naught, as we were upgraded to an automatic, diesel little Mercedes A200. Still a little car, but it had a trunk cover (broken). A very good thing it was automatic, as leaving the train station was a traffic nightmare. Heavy traffic, and on the outside corner at the bottom of a hill – you needed to merge across 3 lanes in about ½ block to make the exit. We missed the first time, and ended up circling the town, only to end up back in the same spot to try again. Second time was the charm. With a stick shift, we’d still be in that parking lot.

We drove from Perugia to our area on a highway, then tried to find some food. There were tiny villages with no food in sight. We tried to get to Todi, but an arts festival of some sort meant no parking was available. We finally found a pizza-café, where we had little rectangles of heated pizza and beer. Bill had potato and tomato/chicken and Pat had tomato and cheese. Then it was time to drive and kill time until the house was available. We went back to Todi (which was now empty) and got some very good gelati at the entrance to the town. We hung out at an overlook for about an hour, waiting for rain that never came. 

Around 4 we went to the AGIP station and met up with the property manager secretary and drove to Casa Luminosa. It was quite nice, with a newly redone (and still somewhat incomplete) interior attached to a church, with modern fixtures. There was a large kitchen, with a little terrace that overlooked the gardens. We’d gotten groceries at the co-op in Todi. 
Dinner was Umbrian cheeses: fresh ricotta, fresh mozzarella, pecorino, with bread, tomato, and local wines, Lungarotti Torre di Giano 2003 and Caprai Belvedere Umbria 2003 (5 euro there, $15 here). All enjoyed as the sun set behind the plum trees. Looking forward to a clear night, so we could see some stars.

Sunday, June 5, 2005

Casa Luminosa – Breakfast was boiled espresso-coffee, tea, toast with ricotta and coffee cake (Torcolo con Candito) Hazy sun, birds chirp and we overlook the garden: tomato, zucchini, garlic, onion, peas, lettuce and mystery ‘pere’. Took us a while to figure out that was peppers (and actually ‘pepi’). The apparently piston-driven church bell wheezes and clangs.

We drove into Todi in the morning, and parked successfully this time. From the lot, it’s a free ride up the funicular in a car that holds about 10 people. At the top you’re at one end of this beautiful little medieval town. It’s perched on a very steep hillside, and has great views from everywhere. 
Today was a fair for local agriculture and art. A pair of giant bulls (with giant balls) was paraded in the piazza. Inside one of the civic buildings there were booths with samples – wind, cheese, salami, spreads of various types, and olive oil. We ended up with some pecorino, white wine (Cantina Franco Todini Grachetto 2004), sausage, truffle spread (for Tim), semi-dried tomatoes, and a mini-bottle of olive oil. The town was somewhat busy (this was also 1st communion day), we had lunch at a pizzeria (Pizza Cavour), sitting at the courtyard outside. Bill had Rosso Moretti, and a proscutto and mushroom pizza, and Pat had a funghi (porcini) spread on hers. We stopped for the obligatory gelati before leaving town. We’ll be back – a very nice, small town which should be better on a quite weekday.
We stopped off at Casa Luminosa to drop everything off, then traveled to a ‘petrified forest’ at Dunarobba. That site had 50 trees which were discovered, mummified and 3 million years old, when the local brick factory was mining clay. They were covered with little lean-tos.  A family of four, one other couple and us were the ‘tour’. It was both interesting and out of the ordinary. The weather was kind of marginal, with thunder during the walk, but no rain. Dinner was again wine and cheese, and Todi goodies.
Monday, June 6
We took a long drive to the town of Gubbio – about 80km. It was mostly only 4 lane highway, with the end snaking into the hills with hairpin turns. Great views, but intense driving – again, thanks for the automatic shift! At Gubbio, we eventually found a parking lot, then climbed into the village. The town has an infamous ‘funivia’ – a metal basket ski lift, which we declined to test. It was another amazing hill town, no particular high points, just a lot of very nice views. 

We had lunch at Boscone Garden – an outside hotel restaurant. Somewhat fancy, but pretty good. Pat had a very nice porcini appetizer with a puff pastry and good ravioli. Bill had a ‘mosaic of octopus’, which turned out to be very thinly sliced octopus with oil and vinegar. Quite nice, and then for the main course ‘gnoccietta verdi’ which were yellow and so-so. A very nice bottle of wine accompanied (Arnaldo Caprai Grechante 2004). We also picked up two ceramic plates in town, the local specialty. Of course, gelato on the way out – we had to in order to use the w.c. And then the long drive home. The weather was cool and overcast most of the day. We stopped for groceries in Ponte Rio – not a high point – and got some giant bread. It had rained quite a bit at home, but we just had light sprinkles.  For the most part, very sunny, the clearest weather so far.  As I write this, it’s still cool when the sun isn’t directly on you. Dinner at home – similar fare. Sigh.
Tuesday, June 7

We drive through the countryside to Spello. All back roads, great views, with many twists and turns. We park outside of Spello and walk in. Another lovely hill town, with enotecas everywhere. We stop for Bill to sample salami (tried chingale, bought pork). We toured the church of S. Maria Maggiore. A statue of Mary’s house being airlifted by angels is a highlight. We leave around noon, so we can get to Montefalco (home of Sagrantino). It’s a tiny hill town – the ‘Balcony of Umbria’ and it is the ‘city of wine’ as well. 
We park outside the walls and actually walk around the entire city before entering. It’s a great view, but a somewhat dicey walk with cars whizzing by. The city is basically a single street. There’s a piazza at the top, where we have lunch at Fredrico II, a pizzeria enoteca. Bill had pizza with prosciutto crudo and Pat has pizza funghi porcini fresca – the best so far, with big pieces of the mushroom. We had 2 glasses of Sagrantino – secco and passito (which turned out to be a very sweet desert-like wine). 
After lunch, we stroll to find more wine to sample, which turns out to be surprisingly hard in the city of wine. Eventually we circle back and stop at Enoteca L’Alchemista across the piazza from where we lunched. And, after a long wait, we got to have 2 glasses of Rosso and Sagrantino. The waiter brings us some snacks (salami and cheeses) and we have a great time. We buy a bottle of Antonelli Sagrantino di Montefalco 2001 for 20 euro. We then visit a church with some very interesting frescos and then back to home.
We’d decided to try the Pane e Vino in Todi, which looked to be a very nice, stylish restaurant. When we arrived, it was closed and actually not many choices so we settle for Le Scalette a place with a terrace, where we get a great view of the valley and can see a thunderstorm moving in. As we have our appetizers (rucola, braeosla and pecorino; and a vegetable antipasto) with a 1999 Adante Sagrantino, we see the lightning intensifying. As it gets closer, dinner arrives (strongozzi ametriciana and strangozzi ai porcini). By the time we’re ¾ done, it begins to rain, and we’re moved under a canopy. It’s pouring by the time we’re finished, so we have time to kill and get caffe and desert (tiramisu). Now, it’s a complete downpour, with wind whipping and lightning flashing wildly. We head inside to pay the 60e for dinner and wait out the storm.
Our car was parked pretty far away, down the hill by the church. It took quite a hike to get to the restaurant, so the prospect of heading back down in the maelstrom was daunting. Eventually the rain lightened (but not the wind or lightning). Bill decided to run down to get the car – a wild sprint, very much like a movie. The finale was running towards the church at the bottom with rain pelting, wind, and crashing thunder. He landed in the car and, soaked, picked up Pat. The ride home was just as wild, as the car is buffeted by the wind. About a mile from Luminosa, we spy a rabbit in the middle of the road. He’s absolutely freaked and freezes. We stop. He hops, once, twice, slowly – right down the center of the road. We’re worried for the rabbit and the fact that we’re stopped around the corner of a hilly section at blackest night, in this storm. Eventually, the rabbit heads into the fields and we get home – where water is seeping through every window. We lay towels, and try to sleep. Remarkably, the storm continues for much of the night.

Wednesday, June 8
It’s still very windy, but clear when we awake. Today’s trip is to Lago Bolsensa, a small resort in Lazio that’s apparently very popular with the Italians. It’s actually quite, nice, and pretty empty. We buy bread for dinner, and have lunch on a little pier restaurant. Pizza is the order of the day (Diavola Cotta and Margherita). Bill gets a beer and Pat takes a 7 euro bottle of wine, Poggio del Gelsi Falesco Bianco 2004). Pretty nice, and remarkably cheap for a resort.
We then drive to Civita. This is a bizarre ‘dead city’ on a bluff. You must walk a sturdy, but still frightening, bridge to reach it. The tiny village is stunning – apparently the University of Washington architecture students go there to study. The wind is still blowing like crazy, though, and the bridge seems perilous. 
We’re home for dinner – the wind is a bit less and we (barely) are able to eat outside. New basil and oil along with our standard cheeses, salami, tomatoes and bread. We have a bit of prosecco and then some Morettoni Montefalco Rosso 2002.

Thursday, June 9

We take a lovely drive through the countryside to Spoleto. We cross valleys and up hillsides. As we hit the city, the parking situation is grim. We end up routed through the entire city – a very perilous journey, as the streets are steep, corners are sharp and lanes are narrow. Eventually we park – free - outside the main city in a municipal lot. It’s a long walk to the upper parts of town. It’s a pretty crowded city – hard to imagine what it would be like during the Spoleto Festival. We visit the archeological museum (small and blah), which does feature about a dozen working models of machines invented by DaVinci. We get a personal demo by a young woman, since no once else is there. There’s a small Roman theater in town as well (used as a site for concerts during the festival). The Pinoteca is closed for renovation.
Lunch is at a very fine little restaurant, La Barcaccia. Pat has strangozzi with truffles and Bill has gnocchi with cream sauce – the best pasta of our trip. After lunch we walk to see Ponte delle Torri – a huge aqueduct/bridge between two hills. A stop for gelati is followed by a tour (in Italian) of the fortress (Rocca). The interior is sparse, with a few frescos – popes lived there and we visited their Spartan quarters. We then walk to see the Spoleto cathedral, a café and down to parking and the long drive home.

For dinner, we drive to Todi, where we finally understand how to use a weird green plastic token to track your time in the parking lot. Dinner is upstairs at Pane e Vino (open tonight), which is clearly a higher-end spot. We eat in a very nice brick-cave room. Sformata is a highlight as is the Ruggeri Sagrantino 2001, the best of our trip.

Friday, June 10

We shop for gifts and find some nice napkins. There’s a completely futile search for bread. We tour the Roman cistern, a tiny and overpriced attraction. We have our final lunch in Todi at Ristorante Umbria, a very nice place with a stunning view overlooking the valley. Bill has a huge antipasto and Pat starts with deep fried procini. Bill’s main course is polenta and sausage and Pat has a very truffley pasta. To finish off our Sagrantino tasting we have a Rocca di Fabbri 1999. After lunch, we find a charming little shop with ceramics that we buy as an ornament (13.5 Euro). We tour the church, which has a huge rose window and fresco of the Last Judgment at the back 
We pick up bread and tomatoes on the way home, drop them off at Luminosa, and head off to Collazone, where there’s a festival. Apparently no one has told the folks who live there, and the town is deserted. It’s tiny, and we can’t even score gelati. It’s a long, local drive home. Dinner is leftovers and quite spectacular. And we visit one of our townspeople – there must be all of 10 – who is a sculptor. Apparently, he’s retired from Bulova, and continues to make clocks. The key piece of his ‘art’ is the pendula are made of extended scrota or penises, and in lovely Day-Glo colors. ‘Erotic, not porno’ he says.
Saturday, June 11

We check out of Casa Luminosa and drive back to Perugia, luckily finding the train station where we drop off the car and board the local train back to Rome. Our hotel, the Due Torri is more upscale than the Duca d’Alba, centrally located near the Pantheon and around the corner from Alfredo’s of fettuccini fame. We arrive too late for lunch and end up at a Vineria on Campo dei Fiori where the birra spina is much better than the snacks. We head back to Campo dei Fiori for dinner at Pizzeria Vergilio on a side street—more of a local hangout than the places on the piazza. We stroll back through Piazza Navona and find the highly rated Giolotti—experts by now, we prefer Gelateria della Palma. 
Sunday, June 12

We attempt to board the Archeobus at Piazza Venezia for the Appian Way, a favorite Sunday activity for Romans. Several full buses pass before we decide to head to Termini station, the point of origin for the Archeobus. There we learn that several large groups have bought all the seats for that day so we walk back toward the Colosseo stopping for lunch at Birreria Moretti, which for some unknown reason is called “Wanted”. Good pizza and several varieties of Moretti unavailable back home. Walking back past the Trevi fountain toward the hotel we find Gelati Sam Crispino, delicious but like the Soup Nazi of gelati—only a few odd flavors that they feel like making that day and NO CONES FOR YOU! We continue our marathon walk over to St. Peter’s to scout out our planned visit to the Vatican Museum the next day. Dinner is at the highly rated and excellent Ditirambo. We had hoped for a table a fuori, but had to settle for a (warm) interior seat. A late evening stroll back to Gelateria della Palma caps off a busy day.
Monday, June 13

Our last day in Italy, we set out at 7 AM for the Vatican Museum and find ourselves at the end of a block and a half long line for the 9 AM opening. After spending the morning at the museum, and noting the irony of a gift shop devoted to Galileo, we take a long walk on the banks of the Tevere back to La Piazetta for lunch. Our waiter from last week remembers us and more free lemoncello and deserts follow the fabulous antipasti and ravioli. At our final dinner at Pizzeria Fiametta (also recommended by Christie and Bill), there’s great pizza and beer, no tourists and not a word of English spoken—now we really feel like locals!

