Italy in Spring Time
Nancy Tunnell
Larry Tunnell and I trudged through the streets of Milan in April 2019. As we were moving through the train station with my suitcase, and my full backpack sitting on top of it, going up the stairs, and working up a sweat, I saw a sight that took my breath away, the Duomo right there in front of us. That awe inspiring cathedral from my Beneath the Scarlet Sky book. It was huge and bordered the square. We had arrived!  We were lucky to be staying at the Gray Hotel which is a block away from this cathedral.    
The first planned activity was the walking tour at the Duomo square at 3:00 pm to see the cathedral, the Last Supper and the Sforza Castle.  We met with our group and were able to get into the Duomo.  It was crowded but we stayed with the tour guide as we concentrated on the right side of the church.  Larry pointed out the body of Cardinal Schuster. He was one of the characters in Beneath the Scarlet Sky, a book about Pino Lella and how he smuggled the Jews out of Italy in World War II with the help of Cardinal Schuster. How historic. 
We went on to tour the roof of this building the next day, as well as the rest of the inside.  The roof was several stories and full of little twists and turns, splendid views of the city below, and great detailed architecture.  We spent several hours touring it and loved it.
Next city was Florence.  One of my favorite stops there was the Pitti Palace.  We almost didn’t make it as it was on the other side of the city.  We were trying to decide what to do when Larry surprised me and asked the taxi driver in the main square to take us to Pitti Palace.  It was a hit with interesting rooms including the bathroom of Napoleon Bonaparte, paintings and ceiling murals.  My favorite was the animal fashions section with alligator dresses, butterfly shoes, and dresses made of bird feathers and of alligator.  It was very creative.  
Outside were the Boboli Gardens which had relaxing views and a beautiful fountain at the entrance.  We could have stayed there longer as there were other pathways on either side of the main path. The Academia Museum had the statue of David and some great works of art. They showed how they made paintings on wood with gold inlay.  It’s very intricate and delicate. We had the Rick Steve’s audio tour for that one. 
We saw the Duomo museum which was interesting because they had originally designed it with many statues on the outside, and then the Medici’s decided to change the style of architecture so, they removed all the statues. However, one artist sketched the Duomo as it looked with the statues.  When the Lorraine reign took over after the Medici’s, they decided to put the statues back in. It looks better with them.  They modeled the Duomo in Florence after Northern Italian cities, but Larry and I liked this one better than the one in Milan because of the colors.  It was awe inspiring. They had wood models of the Duomo with and without statues.  It was quite an accomplishment.  They also had the death mask of Brunnelleschi which was cool but creepy.  We were unable to tour the inside of the Duomo as it was too crowded.
Continental breakfast at Hotel Mastino where we stayed, consisted of plain croissant, apricot Danish, whole grain bread, green tea, honeydew, and puffed rice cakes.  
Verona was a city we both liked with the arena where Roman gladiators fought, and men performed with wild animals. We also saw statue of Juliet from Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet and saw everyone waiting in line to touch her breast for good luck. Castelvecchio (Old Castle) had a museum inside and a view of the Adige River outside with swifts flying overhead. It was the most important military construction of Scaligeri dynasty that ruled the city in the Middle Ages. We had an informative walking tour of the city by a guide who spoke in Italy for the locals and English for the tourists.
Next stop was Kobarid, Slovenia where Larry’s cousins lived and we were meeting Eddie Lazar and his wife, Monica, and their daughter.  They owned Kamp Lazar where we were staying. We had lunch at their restaurant and enjoyed their company.  Monica was such a nice host and her daughter translated for Maria, Eddie’s mother who only spoke Italian when she visited us.   
Tuesday, we went white water rafting in Bovec, near Kobarid.  It was chilly thirty-nine degrees with rain sprinkling down. We were equipped with hard hats, a wet suit, and a heavy jacket of sponge rubber.  Our group consisted of my fiancé, Larry, a young Frenchman, Christophe, his blond pre-teen daughter and her friend, our guide, and me.  We dragged our inflatable raft over the stone steps and down the rock trail into the Soca River.  
Then, we got our instructions for paddling.  Keep feet under ropes on raft.  Sit on sides of boat where yellow line was, and paddle frontwards or backwards when needed.  If we fell out of the boat, we were to hold onto the rope on the raft as quickly as possible and head for shore.  Our guide steered from the back and Larry and Christophe were in front.    
The first thing that I noticed was that my hands were red and terribly cold. I was warm in my wet suit but the frigid air blowing on my hands was noticeable. The kind guide suggested that I skip paddling as the plastic paddle was cold as well. I stuck as many fingers as I could into the wetsuit. That helped.  The guide did most of the steering and we assisted when we heard,
“Paddle forward,” or “Paddle backward.”
 	There were rocks and trees with branches sticking out of them.  The young brunette (friend of the Christophe’s daughter) got hit by one of the branches and hurt her lip. She felt it, and then turned to the daughter, and after a few seconds, they giggled.  Then, the blond girl got cold too, pulled down on her jacket so, both her hands were covered. We were enjoying the trip especially as it got warmer and the wind stopped towards the end and our guide told us some good stories as we paddled.   They filmed the flood sequence from Narnia there. They hired river guides for the movie to help the economy there as they could not have tubing tours while the studio was filming.
Venice highlights
We enjoyed the gondola ride in Venice with man singing classic Italian song and showing us houses of Marco Polo and Casanova.. St Mark’s Cathedral was good because of Rick Steve’s audio tour.
Doge’s palace was a good tour including prisons in basement or tower.  They looted other countries for art treasures.  There was Torre Dell’ Orologio or clock tower in the Plaza San Marco that showed twelve signs of the zodiac.  They showed a reproduction of it at Doge’s Palace.  
“The real one is in London,” they said.
So, the take aways from Italy were that it was pricey for hotels and restaurants.  The restaurants sometimes have a cover charge plus a charge for each slice of bread that was served with the meal and for the bottled water. The toilets were only at restaurants, museums, and Churches. They used pay toilets elsewhere.  Italians are very friendly but a little hyper. One man helped me with the pay toilet by putting the coins in the slot and waiving me through the turnstile. However, overall, they are friendly and charming. Larry and I want to go back and next time see Rome!  
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