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How to use this ebook:

•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.

•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.

•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.

•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.

•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe

Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.

I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my bus tours, public television and radio shows, and travel guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught millions of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s blockbuster sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.

Written with my talented co-author, Gene Openshaw, this book offers a balanced mix of Florence’s rich cultural heritage and the romantic charm of Tuscany’s time-passed villages. It’s selective: Rather than listing dozens of hill towns, we recommend only the best ones. And it’s in depth: Our self-guided museum tours and city walks provide insight into the region’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.
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We advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of our money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.

We visit Tuscany to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.

Judging by readers’ positive feedback, we believe this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.

Buon viaggio! Happy travels!
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BEFORE YOU GO

Travel Smart

Florence is Europe’s cultural capital. As the home of the Renaissance and the birthplace of the modern world, Florence practiced the art of civilized living back when the rest of Europe was rural and crude. The proud and energetic Florentines of the 1400s championed democracy, science, and literature as well as painting, sculpture, and architecture.

When the Florentine poet Dante first saw the teenaged Beatrice, her beauty so inspired him that he spent the rest of his life writing poems to her. In the same way, the Renaissance opened people’s eyes to the physical beauty of the world around them, inspiring them to write, paint, sculpt, and build.

The result is that Florence today offers you a brimming bucket list of art, topped by Michelangelo’s David and Botticelli’s Birth of Venus. As for architecture, nothing tops the Duomo’s heavenly dome, designed by Brunelleschi. Gilding the lily, Ghiberti created the glorious Gates of Paradise for the church’s Baptistery.

Blessed with a wealth of riches, Florence has historic churches (like Santa Croce), masterpiece chapels (Michelangelo’s Medici and Masaccio’s Brancacci), palaces large and small (Pitti and Vecchio), and a surprising range of museums (from Fra Angelico’s San Marco monastery, to Ferragamo fashion, to the Galileo Science Museum).

The city has so many sights and tourists that at times it feels like a Renaissance theme park. But where else can you stroll the same pedestrian streets walked by Michelangelo, Leonardo, and Botticelli while savoring Italy’s best gelato?

Look beyond the sights to experience the city, too, with its lively squares and bustling markets, such as Mercato Centrale, a produce and foodie hall all in one. Head across the historic, shop-lined Ponte Vecchio bridge spanning the Arno River to explore the bohemian Oltrarno neighborhood and glimpse artisans at work. Above it all is Piazzale Michelangelo, rewarding visitors with a stunning view of the city’s tiled rooftops, elegant bridges, and sublime dome.

Florence is a different city at night—it feels smaller, quieter, and more romantic. For dinner, stroll the back streets to find that perfect wine bar or restaurant. Try hearty Tuscan specialties: bean soup (ribollita), wild boar (cinghiale), and T-bone steak (bistecca alla fiorentina).

The city’s compact urban center, short on open spaces, can easily exhaust travelers who feel obligated to see as many museums as possible. Sightsee selectively. And to round out your trip, leave the city behind and explore the green, serene Tuscan countryside. Breathe...slow down...enjoy.

Tuscany is our romantic image of Italy, with manicured fields, rustic farms, cypress-lined driveways, and towns clinging to nearly every hill. This is one part of Italy where I recommend traveling by car—it’s the best way to lace together the views, villages, and vineyards.

The region’s sunny, wine-soaked villages each have their own appeal and claim to fame: Volterra (Etruscan ruins), San Gimignano (towers), Montepulciano (artisans), Pienza (tidy Renaissance-planned streets), and Montalcino (wine). Connoisseurs visit Tuscany to sample the great local wines at classy wineries elegantly tucked into rolling hills.
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Florence has Italy’s best gelato; a hike to hilltop Piazzale Michelangelo rewards visitors with a stunning panorama.




Experiencing Italy’s Renaissance

Imagine: In Florence you can sleep in a 16th-century monastery-hotel that’s just a block from Michelangelo’s David, around the corner from Brunelleschi’s famous cathedral dome, and down the street from the tombs of the great Medici art patrons. Florence boasts more artistic masterpieces per square mile than any place I can think of.

Before the Renaissance, Europeans spent about 1,000 years in a cultural slumber. Most art was made to serve the Church, and man played only a bit part—typically as a sinner. But around 1400, starting in Florence, everything began to change. The new “Renaissance Man” shaped his own destiny and was no longer a mere plaything of the supernatural. Belief in the importance of the individual skyrocketed.

Wealthy families—like the Medici, who ruled Florence for generations—showed their civic pride by commissioning great art. Never before had artists been asked to do so much or given so much money and freedom.


[image: Image]

Michelangelo’s David exudes Renaissance confidence, while Botticelli’s Spring radiates beauty.



The most successful artists—like Leonardo, Michelangelo, Botticelli, and Raphael—achieved celebrity status. In their pursuit of realism in painting and sculpture, these Renaissance greats merged art and science. They studied anatomy like doctors, nature like biologists, and the laws of perspective like mathematicians. With the Renaissance, artists rediscovered the beauty of the human body, expressing the optimism of this new humanistic age.
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Tuscany’s tranquil countryside; Siena’s thrilling Palio race



Tuscany’s cities are equally engaging. Sprawling Siena, huddling around one of Italy’s coziest squares and finest cathedrals, hosts the flag-twirling, no-holds-barred Palio horse race that shows off its medieval roots. Pisa boasts the Field of Miracles, famous for its Leaning Tower, an icon of all Italy. Lucca is graced with churches, towers, and a delightful city wall-turned-city park that’s ideal for a stroll or pedal.

To connect with Tuscany’s rural charm, stay on a farm—an agriturismo. These rural guesthouses provide a good home base for relaxing and exploring as much or as little as you want. Your hosts may even offer you a “zero kilometer” meal, serving food produced right on the farm.

The small island of Elba in the Tuscan archipelago is worth a visit for its beaches, fresh fish dinners, and a trio of 16th-century fortresses.

You’ll discover that peaceful Tuscan villages and bustling Florence—with its rough-stone beauty, art-packed museums, children chasing pigeons, students riding Vespas, artisans sipping Chianti, and supermodels wearing Gucci—offer many of the very things you came to Italy to see.

Tuscany’s Top Destinations

Salute! Let’s toast to Tuscany, which offers a heady mix of experiences. This overview categorizes the top destinations into must-see places (to help first-time travelers plan their trip) and worth-it places (for those with extra time or special interests). I’ve also suggested a minimum number of days to allow per destination.
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MUST-SEE DESTINATIONS

Tuscany’s two major cities—Florence and Siena—are the perfect introduction to medieval and Renaissance Italy. From there, escape to the heart of Tuscany for a sampler of rural delights.

▲▲▲Florence (allow 3 days)

This compact, bustling, and culturally rich city stars Michelangelo’s David, Brunelleschi’s dome, and a treasure trove of Renaissance artworks. The historic city, bisected by the Arno River and spanned by the irresistible Ponte Vecchio, is loaded with marvelous sights, churches, markets, and squares.

▲▲▲Siena (2 days)

This hilltop city is known for its medieval pageantry, Palio horse race, and stunning traffic-free main square—great anytime but best after dark. This is the ultimate hill town, with red-brick lanes cascading every which way and a proud spirit any visitor can enjoy. It’s also a fine jumping-off point for exploring the Tuscan countryside with a driving tour of the Crete Senesi region.

▲▲▲Heart of Tuscany (2-3 days)

Several picturesque villages cluster like grapes on a stem: medieval Montepulciano (a good home base for drivers); pint-sized Pienza with Renaissance architecture; and Brunello-fueled Montalcino (a manageable home base for nondrivers). Enjoy the region’s serene scenery by following one of my self-guided driving tours (Heart of Tuscany or Brunello Wine Country) or by joining a minibus wine tour.
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Botticelli’s Birth of Venus (opposite); Florence’s Duomo; peaceful Pienza; wine tasting in Montalcino; practicing for Siena’s Palio




[image: Image]

Pisa’s Leaning Tower; alabaster workshop in Volterra; tower-topped San Gimignano; Lucca’s wall promenade
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WORTH-IT DESTINATIONS

You can weave any of these destinations—rated ▲ or ▲▲—into your itinerary. It’s easy to add some destinations based on proximity (if you’re going to Florence, Pisa is next door), but some out-of-the-way places can merit the journey, depending on your time and interests.

▲▲Pisa (half-day)

Pisa is famous for its iconic Leaning Tower, but it has other equally impressive monuments on its gleaming Field of Miracles. Those must-see sights are reminders of Pisa’s long-ago sea-trading wealth (which evaporated when its port silted up). Today’s arcaded old town is fun to wander and delightfully tourist-free.

▲▲Lucca (1 day)

This charming town has a lively (and flat) town center, ringed by Europe’s mightiest Renaissance wall. That still-intact wall makes a rampart wide enough for biking and strolling. Without major monuments or museums, Lucca is pleasant for just hanging out, with cafés and shops for whiling away your time.

▲▲Volterra (half-day)

Off the beaten path, this authentic, walled hill town has a long Etruscan history and established alabaster workshops—a heritage that makes for unusually interesting sightseeing for a small town.

▲San Gimignano (half-day)

San Gimignano is the epitome of a hill town, spiked with 14 medieval towers. By day it’s packed with tourists who crowd the narrow, shop-lined lanes, but a stroll through its core in the shadow of those towers is worth it. At night, it’s an evocative, traffic-free delight.

▲Cortona (half-day)

Basking under the Tuscan sun, enjoyable Cortona is home to grand churches, museums of Etruscan artifacts and Renaissance art, and an archaeological park. Nestled in hills on the fringe of Tuscany, it’s an easy stop for drivers heading to or from neighboring Umbria.

▲Elba (2 nights/1 full day)

This small island—a one-hour ferry ride from the mainland—combines a rugged and mountainous landscape, twisty drives to charming beach towns, and echoes of Napoleon’s famous 10-month exile here, adding up to an inviting seaside “vacation from your vacation.”
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Steak in Tuscany; Cortona’s City Hall; charming Portoferraio harbor on the island of Elba
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Planning Your Trip

To plan your trip, you’ll need to design your itinerary—choosing where and when to go, how you’ll travel, and how many days to spend at each destination. For general advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and more, see the Practicalities chapter.

DESIGNING AN ITINERARY

As you read this book and learn your options...

Choose your top destinations.

My recommended itinerary (see the sidebar on here) gives you an idea of how much you can reasonably see in 13 days, but you can adapt it to fit your own interests and time frame. If you like Renaissance art and enjoy museums, linger longer in Florence. If you’ve always wanted to ascend Pisa’s Leaning Tower, now’s the time for the climb (and relaxing, low-pressure Lucca awaits nearby).

Stay overnight in at least one hill town. While most of the towns are undeniably touristy by day, in the evening they become the domain of locals, who polish the cobbled streets with convivial promenades. For medieval pageantry and pride, nothing beats Siena. Wine lovers savor Montalcino. Remote Volterra (with Etruscan sights) is the least touristy of the towns I recommend.

Exploring Tuscany’s hill towns could easily take up to two weeks, especially if you relax into an agriturismo guesthouse. With its scenery, abbeys, and wineries, Tuscany is a fine place to slow down—what’s the rush?
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Decide when to go.

Tuscany’s best travel months (also its busiest and most expensive) are April, May, June, September, and October. These months combine the conveniences of peak season with pleasant weather.

The most grueling thing about travel in Tuscany is the summer heat in July and August, when temperatures hit the high 80s and 90s. Most midrange hotels come with air-conditioning—a worthwhile splurge in the summer—but it’s often available only from June through September. August is vacation time for Italians, with cities emptying out for a week before and two weeks after the August 15 Ferragosto holiday (marking the Assumption of Mary). City hotels consider this period low season.

In April and October, you’ll generally need a sweater or light jacket in the evening. In winter the temperatures can drop to the 40s or 50s. Off-season has none of the sweat and stress of the tourist season, but sights may have shorter hours, lunchtime breaks, and fewer activities. Confirm your sightseeing plans locally, especially when traveling off-season.

Connect the dots.

Link your destinations into a logical route. Determine which cities you’ll fly into and out of. Begin your search for transatlantic flights at Google Flights.
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Staying in an agriturismo (farmhouse B&B); traveling through Tuscany by train



Decide if you’ll travel by car or public transportation, or a combination. A car is particularly helpful for exploring the villages of Tuscany (where public transportation can be sparse and time-consuming), but is useless in Florence and Siena—rent one before or after you visit these bigger cities.

Florence, Pisa, Lucca, and Siena are readily linked by public transportation. The smaller hill towns are more of a challenge. Plan on using a mix of trains and buses, as not all hill towns have rail service. Allow more time in your itinerary—bus service is spotty on weekends. For efficiency, consider taking regional minibus tours to the countryside from Florence or Siena.

For approximate travel times between destinations, study the driving map in the Practicalities chapter or check Google Maps; visit Trenitalia.it for train schedules. Budget flights can be an alternative to long train rides; check Skyscanner.com for intra-European flights (but keep in mind air travel’s larger carbon footprint).

Write out a day-by-day itinerary.

Figure out how many destinations you can comfortably fit in your time frame. Don’t overdo it—few travelers wish they’d hurried more. Allow enough days per stop (see estimates in “Tuscany’s Top Destinations,” earlier). Minimize one-night stands. It can be worth taking a late-afternoon drive or train ride to settle into a town for two consecutive nights—and gain a full uninterrupted day for sightseeing. Include sufficient time for transportation; whether you travel by train, bus, or car, it’ll take you a half-day to get between most destinations.


Tuscany’s Best 13 Days









	Day
	Plan
	Sleep





	1
	Arrive in Florence
	Florence



	2-4
	Sightsee Florence
	Florence



	5
	Bus to Siena (1.5 hours)
	Siena



	6
	Siena
	Siena



	7
	Rent car, drive Crete Senesi route to Montepulciano
	Montepulciano



	8
	Take Heart of Tuscany Drive, with a stop in Pienza
	Montepulciano



	9
	Take Brunello Wine Country Drive
	Montepulciano



	10
	To San Gimignano for a short stop, then Volterra
	Volterra



	11
	Volterra
	Volterra



	12
	To Lucca, drop car
	Lucca



	13
	Day-trip to Pisa by bus
	Lucca



	 
	Fly home
	 





Notes: To rely solely on public transportation, modify this itinerary. On day 7, bus from Siena to Montalcino (stay here three nights). On day 8, take the Brunello Wine Bus tour. On day 9, day-trip by bus to Montepulciano or Pienza. On day 10, take the early bus from Montalcino to Volterra (transfer in Siena). Spend day 11 in Volterra; on day 12, bus to Lucca.

Drivers visiting the neighboring region of Umbria can easily stop in Cortona en route. If you’d prefer beach time, head to Elba from Montepulciano, then head to Lucca.
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To get over jet lag, consider starting your trip in a smaller town (like Lucca or Siena) before tackling Florence.

Staying in a home base (like Florence) and making day trips can be more time-efficient than changing locations and hotels. The relative compactness of Tuscany is a plus for day-tripping.

Take sight closures into account. Avoid visiting a town on the one day a week its must-see sights are closed. Check if any holidays or festivals fall during your trip—these attract crowds and can close sights (for the latest, visit Florence’s tourist website, www.feelflorence.it). Note major sights where advance tickets are smart or a free Rick Steves audio tour is available.

Give yourself some slack. Every trip, and every traveler, needs downtime for doing laundry, picnic shopping, people-watching, and so on. Pace yourself. Assume you will return.
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Siena’s Campo; Galileo Science Museum in Florence; hanging out in Lucca; pasta-making class




Trip Costs Per Person

Run a reality check on your dream trip. You’ll have major transportation costs in addition to daily expenses.

Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to Florence costs about $900-1,500, depending on where you fly from and when.

Public Transportation: Most of compact Florence is walkable, but if you opt for taxis, allow at least $80-100 for a one-week visit (taxis can be shared by up to four people). Round-trip, second-class train transportation to nearby destinations is affordable (about $11 by train or bus to Pisa, Siena, or San Gimignano). You’ll usually save money buying train tickets in Italy, rather than buying a rail pass before you leave home. For a one-way trip between Florence’s airport and the city center, allow $2 by tram, $8 by bus, or $25 by taxi.

Car Rental: Allow $350-500 per week (booked well in advance), not including tolls, gas, parking, and insurance (theft insurance is mandatory in Italy).

[image: Image]

Budget Tips

To cut your daily expenses, take advantage of the deals you’ll find throughout Tuscany and mentioned in this book.

In Florence, making advance reservations and purchasing combo-tickets will save you valuable time, and a little money too. For more tips specific to Florence, see the “Affordable Florence” sidebar in the next chapter. Throughout Tuscany, prioritize the sights you most want to see, and seek out free sights and experiences (people-watching counts).

Some businesses—especially hotels and walking-tour companies—offer discounts to my readers (look for the RS% symbol in the listings in this book).

Reserve your rooms directly with the hotel. Some hotels offer a discount if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (check online or ask). Anyone can sleep cheaply in hostels (most have private rooms). Or check Airbnb-type sites.

It’s no hardship to eat inexpensively in Tuscany. You can get tasty, affordable meals at cafés, self-service cafeterias, sandwich shops, and pizzerias. Cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings.

When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as a cooking class or concert. Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.
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Many hotels offer views in the heart of Florence, or across the river in the Oltrarno; join a walking tour in Florence; enjoy local food.
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BEFORE YOU GO

You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more details on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and RickSteves.com, which has helpful travel-tip articles and videos.

Make sure your travel documents are valid. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow 12 weeks or more to renew or get a passport. Be aware of any entry requirements; you may need to register with the European Travel Information and Authorization System (ETIAS) before you travel (quick and easy process; check https://travel-europe.europa.eu/etias_en). Get passport and country-specific travel info at Travel.State.gov.

Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Overall, Google Flights is the best place to start your search. You won’t want a car in Florence (driving is prohibited in the city center), but if you’ll be traveling beyond Florence, figure out your transportation options: bus or train (and either a rail pass or individual train tickets), rental car, or a cheap flight. (You can wing it in Europe, but it may cost more.) Drivers: Consider bringing an International Driving Permit (sold at AAA offices in the US, www.aaa.com) along with your license.

Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals.

Reserve ahead for key sights and experiences. For Florence, consider reservations mandatory for the Uffizi Gallery (Renaissance paintings; book one month ahead) and Accademia (Michelangelo’s David; book two months ahead). You’ll also need a reservation for the Duomo’s dome climb (make it when you buy the Duomo complex Brunelleschi Pass; book one month ahead). If you want to climb Pisa’s Leaning Tower, it’s worth reserving a time slot in advance. It’s also smart to book ahead for wine-tasting tours in the countryside (but generally one to two days ahead is sufficient), food tours, or hiring local guides.

Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Understand what protections your credit card might offer and whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.

Manage your money. “Tap-to-pay” or “contactless” cards are widely accepted and simple to use. You may need your credit card’s PIN for some purchases—request it if you don’t have one. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. You don’t need to bring euros for your trip; you can withdraw euros from ATMs in Europe.

Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan, or plan to rely on Wi-Fi. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translators, Easy Park (if you’re driving), and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see the sidebar).

Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a day pack. Use the packing checklist in the appendix as a guide.


Rick’s Free Audio Tours and Video Clips

Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download my audio tours and radio interviews and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book, the app includes audio tours of my Renaissance Walk and tours of the Accademia, Uffizi Gallery, Bargello, and Museum of San Marco in Florence, and my City Walk in Siena (look for the [image: Image]), and many interviews relating to Italy from my public radio show. Scan the QR code to find it in your app store or visit RickSteves.com/AudioEurope.
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Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains about 600 short clips excerpted from my public television series. Enjoy these videos as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Check it out at Classroom.RickSteves.com.
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Travel Smart

If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information (this book), and expect to travel smart, you will.

Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. Note opening hours of sights, closed days, crowd-beating tips, and whether reservations are required or advisable. Check the latest at RickSteves.com/update. Saving Michelangelo’s David for your trip finale is risky, and impossible on Mondays, when Florence’s major sights are closed. If you visit Siena as a short day trip, you’ll miss the city’s medieval magic at twilight.

Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tickets and tours, reconfirm hotels, and check transit connections. Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the train, bus, or road you’ll take when you leave.

Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places—especially where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Take common-sense precautions with your valuables, especially credit cards and cash (store them securely). Don’t set phones and other important items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten.

Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring copies or take photos of important documents to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up devices to the cloud as you travel.

Beat the summer heat. If it’s hot, start your day early, take a midday siesta, and resume your sightseeing later. Use sunscreen and hydrate. Do what you can to avoid long lines in the sun. Churches offer a cool haven (though dress modestly—no bare shoulders or shorts). Take frequent gelato breaks. Join the passeggiata, when locals stroll in the cool of the evening.


Florence’s Top Spots

Best Views

For panoramic views of the city’s skyline, head to Piazzale Michelangelo and, above it, San Miniato Church. Within the city center, climb the Campanile (bell tower next to the Duomo), the Duomo’s dome, or the tower at the Palazzo Vecchio. Or have a drink at a rooftop bar or café.

Best Outdoor Hangouts

The city’s most atmospheric places include the main drag, Via dei Calzaiuoli, which connects the Duomo with the Palazzo Vecchio on Piazza della Signoria. Piazza della Repubblica is a more modern scene (with street performers and a fun carousel). Touristy by day, Ponte Vecchio (the old-time bridge) becomes romantic by lamplight at night.

Best Escape from the City

Relax at the Boboli Gardens with a picnic. The hilly suburb of Fiesole is a fine place to catch the sunset and dinner, with a view of Florence. But your best escape is the Tuscan countryside, dotted with cypress trees and sprinkled with hill towns.

Best Church Art

Many masterpieces still hang in the churches for which they were created. At Santa Maria Novella, you’ll see Masaccio’s Trinity and Giotto’s magnificent Crucifix; Santo Spirito has a sculptural Christ on the Cross by a young Michelangelo; and the life of St. Francis is told in a Giotto fresco cycle in Santa Croce. In some churches, great artwork hides in dark side chapels; look for light boxes that you activate by depositing a euro coin or two.
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Atop Florence’s Duomo; Piazza della Signoria; Boboli Gardens; Santa Croce Church





Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi can be a good value if it saves you a long wait for a cheap bus or an exhausting walk across town. To avoid long lines, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as buying tickets in advance or sightseeing early or late.

Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, strikes, closures, sore feet, bad weather, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.

Attempt the language. Many Italians speak English—especially young people and those in the tourist trade. And apps such as Google Translate work for on-the-go translation help. But if you memorize and use some Italian, even just a few pleasantries, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. The survival phrases near the end of this book are a good starting point.
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Join Florence’s passeggiata—the evening stroll. Learn some Italian gestures, like the cheek screw (meaning good, beautiful, or clever).



Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the Italian people. Ask questions; most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest for the best gelato, piazza, enoteca (wine bar), or Renaissance painting or sculpture. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”

Tuscany...here you come!
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FLORENCE

Firenze
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ORIENTATION TO FLORENCE

FLORENCE: A VERBAL MAP

Map: Florence Overview

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Overview

TOURIST INFORMATION

ARRIVAL IN FLORENCE

HELPFUL HINTS

Map: Florence

GETTING AROUND FLORENCE

Tours in Florence

WALKING TOURS

LOCAL GUIDES

The highlights of Florence lie on the north bank of the Arno River. The main historical sights cluster around the venerable dome of the cathedral (Duomo). Everything is within a 20-minute walk of the train station, cathedral, or Ponte Vecchio (Old Bridge). The less famous but more characteristic Oltrarno area (south bank) is just over the bridge.

Though small, Florence is intense. Prepare for scorching summer heat, crowded narrow lanes and sidewalks, slick pickpockets, few WCs, steep prices, and long lines. But also prepare to celebrate the city that boldly led Europe out of the Middle Ages and into our humanistic modern world.

Sure, there are mobs of tourists. But the vast majority of them are clogging the main axis through town and clamoring to get into the top three sights: the Uffizi Gallery, the Accademia (Michelangelo’s David), and the cathedral (with its famous dome and Baptistery). While these sights can seem ridiculously crowded at times (and are possible only with advance reservations and patience), the rest of the city is all yours. Venture beyond the big three to get intimate with exquisite culture unlike anywhere else.

FLORENCE: A VERBAL MAP

For a big and touristy city, Florence (pop. 380,000) is remarkably compact and easy to navigate. Most of the attractions lie just north of the Arno River, clustered in distinct zones. Here’s a neighborhood-by-neighborhood rundown of the city:

Historic Core: The Duomo—with its iconic, towering dome—is the visual, geographical, and historical center of Florence. A 10-minute walk away is the Palazzo Vecchio (City Hall), with its skyscraping medieval spire. Connecting these two landmarks is the north-south pedestrian thoroughfare called Via dei Calzaiuoli. This central axis—the Duomo to the Palazzo Vecchio to the Arno River—is the spine for Florentine sightseeing and the route of my self-guided Renaissance Walk. To the west of this axis is a glitzy shopping zone, and to the east is a characteristic web of narrow lanes.

Accademia/San Lorenzo (North of the Duomo): The area north of the Duomo is less atmospheric but has several crucial sights. From the Duomo, Via Cavour runs north, bisecting the neighborhood. To the east lie the Accademia and the Museum of San Marco. The western part clusters around the Basilica of San Lorenzo, with its Medici Chapels. The area near San Lorenzo teems with tourists: There are the vendor stalls of San Lorenzo Market, the lively Mercato Centrale, and many hotels and trattorias that cater to out-of-towners—convenient, if not fully authentic.

Train Station/Santa Maria Novella (West of the Duomo): The area near the train station and Church of Santa Maria Novella is somewhat urban and dreary, but has inexpensive hotels and characteristic eateries. Closer to the river (near Palazzo Strozzi) is a posh shopping zone, with a more affordable mix of shops lining Via del Parione and Via della Vigna Nuova.

Santa Croce (East of the Duomo): A 10-minute walk east from the Palazzo Vecchio leads to the neighborhood’s main landmark, the Church of Santa Croce. Along the way is the Bargello sculpture museum. This neighborhood is congested with tourists by day (as cruise-ship buses use the nearby riverbank as their depot) and students partying by night. But the area stretching north and west from Santa Croce is increasingly authentic and workaday, offering a glimpse at untouristy Florence.

Oltrarno (South of the River): Literally the “Other Side of the Arno River,” this neighborhood reveals a Florence from a time before tourism. Many artisans still have workshops here, and open their doors to passing visitors.

The Oltrarno starts just across Ponte Vecchio (jammed with tourists and tackiness) and stretches south to the giant Pitti Palace and surrounding gardens (Boboli and Bardini). To the west is the rough-but-bohemian Piazza di Santo Spirito (with its namesake church) and the lavishly frescoed Brancacci Chapel. To the east of Pitti, perched high on the hill, is Piazzale Michelangelo, with Florence’s most popular viewpoint. Tucked between there and the river is the little San Niccolò neighborhood, with its lively bars and eateries.

Farther Out: Everything mentioned above is within about a 30-minute walk of the Duomo. To venture farther, one popular choice is the adjacent hilltop town of Fiesole, easily reached by public bus or taxi, with its archaeological sites and fine views.
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PLANNING YOUR TIME

Set up a good itinerary in advance, grouping your sightseeing by neighborhood. Get the latest opening hours from the TI’s website (see later). Use the “Daily Reminder” later in this chapter to plan which sights are open on which days. In general, Sundays and Mondays are not ideal for sightseeing, as many places are either closed or have shorter hours. Some sights offer free admission on the first Sunday of the month—which means unbearable crowds. It’s worth avoiding those sights on those days (for more, see here). Sights may also have shorter hours off-season.

Most importantly, use my strategies to avoid wasting hours in long lines. This is especially true for peak season (April-Oct), holidays and weekends, and for the big attractions—the Uffizi, Accademia, and Duomo complex. Make reservations well in advance (see the next chapter for details).

The following day plans are jam-packed but doable if you’re well organized. With more time, spread out these priorities to give yourself some breathing room. No matter how you plan your visit, unless you’re here for only one day, do my Renaissance Walk (ideally, using the free audio version on my Rick Steves Audio Europe app), either in the morning or late afternoon to avoid heat and crowds.
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Florence in One Brutal Day








	8:15
	Uffizi Gallery (finest paintings)—with a reservation.



	11:00
	Bargello (great statues) or explore and shop San Lorenzo/Mercato Centrale area, lunch.



	13:00
	Renaissance Walk through heart of old town.



	15:00
	Duomo Museum (great bronze work).



	17:30
	Accademia (David)—with a reservation.



	19:30
	Cross Ponte Vecchio for dinner and Oltrarno Walk.





Florence in Two Days

Day 1








	9:00
	Accademia—with a reservation.



	10:30
	Museum of San Marco (art by Fra Angelico).



	12:00
	Explore Mercato Centrale and have lunch nearby.



	14:00
	Tour Church of Santa Maria Novella for its art.



	16:00
	Free time (or tour Palazzo Vecchio).



	18:00
	Renaissance Walk through heart of old town.



	20:00
	Dinner in the old center.





Day 2








	9:00
	Bargello.



	10:30
	Duomo Museum (statues by Donatello and Michelangelo) or Galileo Science Museum (if art’s not your thing).



	12:30
	Lunch, then wander and shop.



	14:00
	Take a walking tour.



	16:30
	Uffizi—with a reservation.



	19:00
	Cross Ponte Vecchio for dinner and Oltrarno Walk.





Florence in Three (or More) Days

Day 1








	8:15
	Accademia—with a reservation.



	9:45
	Museum of San Marco.



	11:15
	Medici Chapels (Michelangelo) or explore San Lorenzo Market area, have lunch near Mercato Centrale.



	13:30
	Basilica of San Lorenzo.



	14:30
	Duomo interior.



	15:30
	Free time, or climb the dome (reservation required) or Campanile.



	18:00
	Renaissance Walk through heart of old town.



	20:00
	Dinner in the historic center.





Day 2








	9:00
	Bargello.



	11:00
	Duomo Museum or Galileo Science Museum.



	13:00
	Lunch, then wander and shop.



	15:30
	Uffizi—with a reservation.



	18:00
	Cross Ponte Vecchio for dinner and Oltrarno Walk.





Day 3








	10:00
	Tour Church of Santa Maria Novella.



	12:00
	Free time for shopping and wandering.



	13:00
	Lunch.



	14:00
	Pitti Palace and gardens.



	17:00
	Tour Palazzo Vecchio or taxi to San Miniato Church and Piazzale Michelangelo (city views), walk back into town.





Day 4








	 
	Side-trip to Siena (sights open daily; 1.5 hours away by bus or train).





Overview

TOURIST INFORMATION

The city TI’s main branch is across the square from the train station (Mon-Sat 9:00-19:00, Sun until 14:00; at the back corner of the Church of Santa Maria Novella at Piazza della Stazione 4; +39 055 000, www.feelflorence.it). Museum hours in Florence are constantly changing. The TI’s website has an up-to-date timetable of sights’ opening hours. Or stop by a TI and pick up a hard copy of the current timetable.

A less crowded TI (covering both the city and the greater province of Florence) is a couple of blocks north of the Duomo, just past the Medici-Riccardi Palace (Mon-Sat 9:00-19:00, Sun until 14:00, Via Cavour 1 red, +39 055 290 832). A third TI is across town near the Church of Santa Croce (Mon-Sat 9:00-19:00, Sun until 14:00, Borgo Santa Croce 29 red, +39 055 269 1207). There’s also a TI booth at the airport.

At any TI, you can pick up a city map. For goings-on around town, ask for a copy of The Florentine newspaper, which has great articles with cultural insights (in English, published monthly and updated online every other Thu at www.theflorentine.net).

ARRIVAL IN FLORENCE

For a rundown of Florence’s train, bus, and tram stations; airport; cruise ship arrival at the Livorno port; and information for drivers, see the Florence Connections chapter.

HELPFUL HINTS

Book Ahead: Everyone—and I mean everyone—visiting Florence wants to see the Uffizi and the Accademia, and climb the Duomo’s dome. It’s flat-out stupid (and in the case of the Duomo climb, effectively impossible) to attempt a visit to any of these without a reservation (clearly explained in the next chapter). Also book in advance for the Brancacci Chapel (across the river in the Oltrarno).

[image: Image]

As for the Duomo itself, anyone can wait in the long line to go inside—it’s free to enter—but you can get in faster with one of the Duomo complex passes, which should also be purchased in advance (covered in the next chapter). The only way to see the Baptistery, climb the Campanile, or climb the dome is with one of these passes. The Duomo Museum has no line concerns.

Reservations are also strongly recommended for dinner—book ahead unless you’re eating early or very late.

Websites: Be aware that some websites ending in .it only operate while the sight itself is open. From the US, you may have to visit them first thing in the morning.

Security Check: Most of Florence’s sights have an airport-style security check where you’ll pass through a metal detector and put your bag through a scanner (on crowded days, this can take up to 30 minutes). Leave pocketknives and corkscrews at your hotel. Large backpacks are not allowed at any museum (though some sights have bag checks).

Theft Alert: Florence has hardworking gangs of thieves who hang out near the train station, the station’s underpass (especially where the tunnel surfaces), around Mercato Centrale, and at major sights. American tourists are considered easy targets. Some thieves even dress like tourists to fool you. Any crowded bus likely holds at least one thief.
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Daily Reminder

Sunday: The Mercato Centrale is closed (except the upstairs food court) as are the Duomo and Basilica of San Lorenzo. The Museum of San Marco closes on the first and third Sundays of the month, the Bargello closes on the second and fourth Sundays, and the Palazzo Davanzati closes on the first, third, and fifth Sundays.

A few sights are open only in the afternoon: the Duomo’s dome (12:45-16:30), Santa Croce Church (12:30-17:45), Brancacci Chapel (13:00-17:00), and Church of Santa Maria Novella (13:00-17:30, July-Sept from 12:00).

Monday: The biggies are closed, including the Accademia and the Uffizi, as well as the Pitti Palace sights and the Palazzo Davanzati. The Pitti Palace’s Boboli and Bardini Gardens close on the first and last Mondays of each month; and the Museum of San Marco closes on the second and fourth Mondays.

Target these sights on Mondays: the Duomo, Duomo Museum, Campanile, Baptistery, Bargello, Medici Chapels, Medici-Riccardi Palace, Brancacci Chapel, Mercato Nuovo, Mercato Centrale, Casa Buonarroti, Galileo Science Museum, Palazzo Vecchio, and churches (including Santa Croce and Santa Maria Novella). Or take a walking tour.

Tuesday: The Bargello, Casa Buonarroti, the Brancacci Chapel, Orsanmichele Church, and the Medici Chapels are closed. The Duomo Museum is closed on the first Tuesday of the month. The Galileo Science Museum closes early (13:00).

Wednesday: The Medici-Riccardi Palace is closed.

Thursday: The Palazzo Vecchio closes early (14:00).

Friday: All sights are open.

Saturday: All sights are open, but the Duomo’s dome closes earlier than usual (16:30).

Early Closing Warning: Some of Florence’s sights close surprisingly early, as early as 13:50 for the following sights: Bargello, Palazzo Vecchio (on Thu), Palazzo Davanzati (open later Fri-Sun), and the Museum of San Marco. Mercato Centrale’s lower level closes at 15:00.

For all sights, be advised the last entry is usually 30 to 60 minutes before posted closing times.



Medical Help: Medical Service Firenze has English-speaking doctors available for house calls 24/7, and you can get treatment at their clinic by appointment. In either case, contact them by phone (clinic closed Sun—check website for hours, Via Roma 4, between the Duomo and Piazza della Repubblica, +39 055 475 411, www.medicalservice.firenze.it).

Dr. Stephen Kerr is an English doctor specializing in helping sick tourists (Mon-Fri 9:00-17:00; appointment required—email or call; 4th floor, Piazza Mercato Nuovo 1, between Piazza della Repubblica and Ponte Vecchio, +39 335 836 1682, www.dr-kerr.com, kerr@iol.it). The TI has a list of other English-speaking doctors.

There are 24-hour pharmacies at the train station and near Palazzo Vecchio (at Via dei Calzaiuoli 7).

Visiting Churches: Modest dress is required in some churches, including the Duomo, Santa Maria Novella, Santa Croce, Santa Maria del Carmine/Brancacci Chapel, and the Medici Chapels (see here for details). Many churches, though not the biggies we mention, close from 12:00 or 12:30 until 15:00 or 16:00.

Chill Out: Schedule several breaks into your sightseeing when you can sit, pause, cool off, and refresh yourself with a gelato or coffee. Carry a water bottle to refill at Florence’s twist-the-handle public fountains (around the corner from the “Piglet” at Mercato Nuovo, or in front of the Pitti Palace). Try the fontanello (dispenser of free cold water) on Piazza della Signoria, behind the statue of Neptune (on the left side of the Palazzo Vecchio).

Addresses: Florence has a confusing system for street addresses, with “red” numbers for businesses and “black” (sometimes blue) numbers for residences, though the red numbers are slowly being phased out. Street signs are indeed red or black (though usually faded and hard to read); in print, addresses are indicated with “r” (as in Via Cavour 2r) or “n” (for black—nero, as in Via Cavour 25n). Red and black numbers are interspersed together on the same street; each set goes in roughly consecutive order, but their numbers bear no connection with each other. I’m lazy and don’t concern myself with the distinction (if one number’s wrong, I look nearby for the other) and easily find my way around.

Pedestrian Safety: Though pedestrians dominate the city center, even in traffic-free zones delivery trucks and nearly silent hybrid taxis nudge their way through crowds. Stay alert as you walk.

Bookstores: For a good selection of brand-name guidebooks (including mine), try these: Paperback Exchange has the widest selection of English books, new and used (Mon-Sat 10:00-19:00, closed Sun, just south of the Duomo on Via delle Oche 4 red). RED (stands for “Read, Eat, Dream”), a flagship store for the Feltrinelli chain (the Italian Barnes & Noble) with a café and restaurant, has a small selection of English books (daily 9:00-20:00, on Piazza della Repubblica). The modern Giunti Odeon is a combo bookstore/movie theater with a fun vibe (daily 10:00-20:30, near Palazzo Strozzi at Via Degli Anselmi 7; for more on the theater, see here).

WCs: Public restrooms are scarce. Use them when you can, in any café or museum you patronize. Pay public WCs are typically €1. Convenient locations include: at the Baptistery ticket office (near the Duomo); near the entrance to the Church of Santa Maria Novella; inside the train station (near track 5 and in the food court); just down the street from Piazza Santa Croce (at Borgo Santa Croce 29 red, near that neighborhood’s TI); on Piazza Santo Spirito; and up near Piazzale Michelangelo.

Laundry: The Wash & Dry Lavarapido chain offers long hours and efficient, self-service launderettes at several locations (generally daily 7:30-23:00). These locations are close to recommended hotels: Via del Sole 29 red, Via della Scala 52 red (this location is a Speed Queen, between train station and river), and Via Ghibellina 143 red (Palazzo Vecchio). On the Oltrarno side, there’s one at Via dei Serragli 87 red (Santo Spirito area).

Bike Rental: I don’t recommend biking in the city as it’s so jam-packed with pedestrians. But if you must, Florence by Bike rents two-wheelers of all sizes (closed Sun, a 15-minute walk north of the Duomo at Via San Zanobi 54 red, +39 055 488 992, www.florencebybike.it).

Travel Agencies: Travel agencies can be helpful for getting both domestic and international tickets and reservations. Convenient travel agencies in the town center are Intertravel Viaggi (Mon-Fri 9:00-12:00 & 14:00-18:00, closed Sat-Sun, south of Piazza della Repubblica at Via de Lamberti 39 red, +39 055 217 936) and Florentour (Mon-Fri 9:30-13:30, closed Sat-Sun, Via dei Servi 23 red, a block off the Duomo, +39 055 292 237). For locations of both, see the map on here.

GETTING AROUND FLORENCE

I organize my sightseeing geographically and do it all on foot. I think of Florence as a Renaissance treadmill—it requires a lot of walking. You likely won’t need public transit, except maybe to head up to Piazzale Michelangelo and San Miniato Church for the view, or to Fiesole. For major bus and tram stop locations, see the map on here.

Florence’s public transit system (buses and trams) is run by Autolinee-Toscane (abbreviated AT; also operates in and between other Tuscan destinations; www.at-bus.it). The AT website and app have a good trip-planning feature and timetables (but no route maps).

There’s an AT office at the bus station (around the corner from the train station), but unless you must speak to someone in person, I don’t recommend a visit (AT office open Mon-Sat 6:00-20:15, Sun from 6:45, Via Santa Caterina da Siena 17).

[image: Image]

Paying for Transit

Contactless Payment: For individual rides on trams and buses, the easiest way to pay is with a “contactless” (“tap-to-pay”) credit card or payment app (described on here).

When you board a bus or tram, tap your credit card on the oval “tip-tap” scanner to pay for your fare. The screen shows a green check mark after a successful scan. If you’re taking just one bus or tram, you don’t need to tap your card again when you get off. If you need to take a combination of buses and trams, just tap your card again when you board the second bus or tram (if it’s within 90 minutes, you won’t be charged a second time).

For journeys to other Tuscan towns (for example, on the fast bus from Florence to Siena) and for those involving multiple different fares, tap your credit card both when boarding and when getting off or you’ll be charged for the longest possible journey on the route. See the Florence Connections chapter for more on suburban buses.

While this contactless system works well overall, the downside is that every passenger needs their own payment method. This can be tricky for a family traveling with kids; the simplest solution is to equip each member of your party with their own card or payment app. Otherwise, you can buy individual paper tickets (see later). For more on the tap-to-pay system, see www.at-bus.it/en/tiptap.

Tickets and Passes: Within the Florence urban area (this includes the airport and Fiesole), a single ticket—good for up to 90 minutes on the tram and/or bus—costs €1.70.

For most visitors taking occasional tram or bus rides, the tap-to-pay system described above is the easiest choice. Otherwise, you can buy paper tickets at AT ticket machines (at most tram stops, some bus stops, and transit hubs), tobacco shops (tabacchi), newsstands, or some grocery stores (such as Sapori & Dintori at Borgo San Lorenzo 15 red). Be sure to validate your ticket at the yellow machines when you board. Inspectors fine violators—even innocent-looking tourists—€50. Another option is to buy digital tickets with the AT app and validate (scan) the ticket at the scanner when you board.

By Bus

The city’s full-size buses don’t cover the old center well (the whole area around the Duomo is off-limits to motorized traffic). For any bus you do take, follow general bus etiquette: Board at front or rear doors, exit out the center.

I find these bus lines to be of most value for seeing outlying sights such as Piazzale Michelangelo or Fiesole, a small town with big views of Florence:

Bus #12 goes from near Piazza d’Ognissanti, over the Carraia bridge to Porta Romana, then up to San Miniato Church and Piazzale Michelangelo (3/hour). Bus #13 makes the return trip down the hill.

Bus #7 goes from the Stazione Nazionale stop across from the train station (near McDonald’s) to Fiesole.

The train station and Piazza di San Marco are two major hubs near the city center; to get between these two, either walk (about 15 minutes) or take bus #6 or #23 (from front of station). From San Marco, buses heading toward the station leave from across Piazza di San Marco from the monastery—either on Via Cavour (bus #23) or in front of the university on Via Cesare Battisti (bus #6). (They may also stop in front of the monastery.)

Fun little minibuses (many of them electric—elettrico) wind through the tangled historic center of town and up and down the river—just €1.70 gets you a 1.5-hour joyride. These buses, which run every 10 minutes from 7:00 to 21:00 (less frequent on Sun), are popular with sore-footed sightseers and eccentric local seniors. The minibuses also connect many major parking lots with the historic center (buy tickets from machines at lots).

Bus #C1 starts in the Oltrarno at Santa Maria Soprarno, then crosses the river, stopping near Piazza Santa Croce and traveling north, passing near San Marco and the Accademia before heading up to Piazza della Libertà. On its southbound route, it stops near the Medici Chapels (an eight-minute walk from the train station), the Basilica of San Lorenzo, the Duomo, and near Palazzo Vecchio.

Bus #C2 twists through the congested old center from the train station, passing near Piazza della Repubblica and Piazza della Signoria to Piazza Beccaria at the east end of town.

Bus #C3 goes up and down the Arno River, with stops near Piazza Santa Croce, all the main bridges to the Oltrarno (including Ponte Vecchio), the Pitti Palace, and beyond.

Bus #C4 goes from near the Duomo to the train station, crosses the Carraia bridge, and cruises through the Oltrarno (passing the Pitti Palace) before heading into the San Niccolò neighborhood.

By Tram

The T1 and T2 tram lines are cheap, easy, and frequent. For travelers, they’re generally most useful for service between the train station and the airport (T2) or the big park-and-ride lots at Villa Costanza (T1) near the town of Scandicci (www.gestramvia.com; see the Florence Connections chapter for map and more details). The T1 line from Villa Costanza is a great option for day-trippers coming from southern Tuscany.

By Taxi

The minimum cost for a taxi ride is about €7 (more after 22:00 and on Sun); rides in the center of town should be charged as tariff #1. There’s a flat rate for the airport (see here). Taxi fares and supplements (e.g., charges for luggage and calling a cab instead of hailing one) should be clearly explained on signs in each taxi. Look for an official, regulated cab (white; marked with Taxi/Comune di Firenze, red fleur-de-lis, and one of the official phone numbers: 4390 or 4242). Before getting in a cab at a stand or on the street, ask for an approximate cost (“Più o meno, quanto costa?” pew oh MEH-noh, KWAHN-toh KOH-stah). It can be hard to find a cab on the street, but they stop and sometimes wait in taxi ranks near the major tourist sights (marked by orange Taxi signs). To call one, dial +39 055 4390 or +39 055 4242 (or ask your server or hotelier to call one for you). Uber is available only for luxury “Uber Black” service and costs twice as much as a taxi (and may also incur surge charges).

Tours in Florence

For extra insight with a personal touch, consider the tour companies and individual Florentine guides listed here. Hardworking and creative, they offer a worthwhile array of organized sightseeing activities. Many tour companies (such as Towns of Italy) offer regularly scheduled group tours that anyone can sign up for. This is usually the cheapest option for individual travelers. But families and small groups can book a private guide for a similar price (since rates are hourly for any size of group).

Some tour companies offer bus excursions that go out to smaller towns in the Tuscan countryside. The most popular day trips are Siena, San Gimignano, Pisa, and into Chianti country for wine tasting. To see Florence itself, it’s clearly best on foot.

Since traffic restrictions keep buses out of the center, hop-on, hop-off bus tours make no sense. Vespa and classic-car tours are dangerous for rookie drivers, and companies reportedly make more money off of tourists paying for dents than the actual service.

[image: Image] To sightsee on your own, download my free audio tours, which illuminate some of Florence’s top sights and neighborhoods.

WALKING TOURS

While I’ve outlined the general offerings for each company, check their websites or pick up their brochures for current tour options and to confirm specific times and prices.

Many also offer food tours (see the end of this section) and cooking classes, sometimes including a shopping trip to pick up ingredients at a local market. This can be fun, educational, efficient (combining a meal with a “sightseeing” experience)...and delicious. For more on cooking classes, see here.

Artviva

Artviva offers an intriguing variety of tours guided by native English speakers. Popular choices include their small-group overview tour (“Original Florence” 3-hour town walk) and Uffizi and Accademia tours. They also have cooking classes, art classes, food tours, tours around Tuscany and to the Cinque Terre, and more (RS%—10 percent discount with this book, use the password “reader”; +39 329 613 2730, www.artviva.com).

Towns of Italy

This company offers English-language tours and experiences on foot or by bike. Their most popular offerings are “Walk and Talk Florence” (€35, 2.5 hours, daily at 10:00, basic stops including the Oltrarno) and “I Bike Florence” (€35; 2.5 hours on one-speed bike, blitz of top sights, helmets optional; in bad weather it goes as a walking tour). They also offer cooking classes and wine tours—including a 5-hour foodie experience that starts with a trip to Mercato Centrale followed by a cooking class in their kitchen (€119/person). Pizza and gelato classes are also available (€79/person). Their booking office is at Piazza Mentana (see “Florence” map earlier in this chapter); they also have a “Tourist Point” kiosk on Piazza della Repubblica, under the arches at the corner with Via Pellicceria (RS%, +39 055 281 103, www.townsofitaly.com).

Florentia

Top-notch private walking tours—geared for thoughtful, well-heeled travelers with longer-than-average attention spans—are led by Florentine scholars. The tours range from introductory city walks and museum visits to in-depth thematic walks, such as the Oltrarno, Jewish Florence, or the Medici dynasty; they also offer family-oriented tours (€350 and up, includes planning assistance by email, www.florentia.net).


Affordable Florence

Follow these sightseeing and eating tips to stretch your euro:

Sightseeing

Free Sights: There is no entry charge for the Duomo, Santo Spirito, and San Miniato churches. It’s free to visit the leather school at Santa Croce Church and the perfumery near the Church of Santa Maria Novella. The three markets (Centrale for produce, San Lorenzo and Nuovo for goods) are fun to browse.

Free Public Spaces: Visit courtyards at the Uffizi, Palazzo Vecchio (with a small exhibit of historic maps and scenes of old Florence), Medici-Riccardi Palace, and Palazzo Strozzi; the art-filled loggia on Piazza della Signoria; the quintessentially Renaissance square Piazza Santissima Annunziata; and Piazzale Michelangelo, with glorious views over Florence. A walk across the picturesque Ponte Vecchio (or the Ponte Santa Trinità, to look at the Ponte Vecchio) costs nothing at all, and a stroll anywhere with a gelato in hand is an inexpensive treat.

Free Music: In the evening, street musicians often perform on the Piazza della Signoria, the Uffizi courtyard, and Ponte Vecchio (though it’s polite to toss them a few euros if you linger to enjoy the music).

Dining

Don’t Over Order: Servings are often big—and splittable. While restaurants frown on a couple splitting just one dish, if you order a selection and enjoy them family-style, you can sample several things, save some euros, and still have room for gelato. If you’re not splitting, a perfectly filling pasta dish makes for an affordable €11-15 meal.
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Grab-and-Go Food: Takeaway sandwich shops and food carts abound in Florence’s historic core, making it easy to grab a €4-5 lunch to enjoy on a picturesque piazza. Or order takeout from delis. Many shops have ready-to-eat entrées and side dishes and will heat them up (and provide to-go cutlery and napkins).

Aperitivo Happy Hour: For a cheap, light dinner, head to an aperitivo happy hour. All over town, bars—many of them very elegant, with fine views—attract customers with free little light bites (and a few even do aperitivo buffets). Buy a drink, and make it a meal—a practice locals call “apericena” (combining the word aperitivo with cena—dinner). For a €10 cocktail or glass of wine, you’ll enjoy a light meal for no extra charge.



Context Florence

This scholarly group of graduate students and professors leads small-group or private “walking seminars,” such as a 3.5-hour study of Michelangelo’s work and influence and a 2-hour evening orientation stroll. See their website for pricing and other innovative offerings: Medici walk, family tours, private fresco workshop, and more (www.contexttravel.com).

Walks Inside Florence

Two art historians—Paola Barubiani and Francesco Calanca—and their partners provide quality private tours at a discounted rate for my readers (RS%—€200/group for 3-hour intro tour, up to 5 people). Their “Florence in a Day” tour covers the essentials in 4 hours (€265/group, up to 5 people, museum admissions extra—they make the reservations so there’s no waiting in line; tour starts at the Accademia, follows with a historic town walk, and finishes at the Uffizi, leaving you inside after a tour of the highlights). Other offerings are described on their website (e.g., shopping tour featuring select artisans, guided evening walk, and excursions into the Tuscan hills; www.walksinsideflorence.it).

Exclusive Connection

This smart, high-end, and well-connected agency offers an impressive list of services in Florence and around Italy, including specialized tours and museum bookings. Both Lucia Montuschi and Cora Ferroni have a passion for history, art, and culture, and love sharing it with visitors (+39 335 838 8574, www.exclusiveflorencetours.com).

Food Tours of Florence

Most tour companies (including Towns of Italy) offer food tours, as do countless food lovers who simply offer their services on various online-booking sites. Typically, tours last 3-4 hours and make 5-6 stops as you walk, munch, and learn with small groups of 6-8 people (a natural limit since hole-in-the-wall bakeries and wine bars are tiny). I enjoy Toni Mazzaglia’s Taste Florence Food Tours. A native of North Carolina, Toni’s been in Florence for 20 years, and does a fine tour in and around the Mercato Centrale ($119, RS%, most days at 9:45, 3.5 hours, 6 stops, www.tasteflorence.com).

LOCAL GUIDES

Vanessa Garau is an enthusiastic young guide with good connections in the Oltrarno and an infectious love of Florence (half-day private tours for €200, +39 349 133 6894, www.wanderingwithvanessa.com, garau.vanessa@gmail.com).

Alessandra Marchetti, a Florentine who has lived in the US, gives private walking tours of Florence and driving tours of Tuscany. Her passion is Michelangelo (from €65-85/hour, +39 347 386 9839, www.tuscanydriverguide.com, alessandramarchettitours@gmail.com).

Paola Migliorini and her partners offer museum tours, city walking tours, family tours, private cooking classes, wine tours, and Tuscan excursions by van—you can tailor tours as you like (€65/hour without car, €70/hour in a van for up to 8 passengers, minimum 4 hours, +39 347 657 2611, www.florencetour.com). They also do cruise excursions from the port of Livorno (€740/up to 4 people, €800/up to 6, €880/up to 8).

Elena Fulceri, specializing in art, history, and secret corners and gardens, is a delightful and engaging guide. She organizes tailor-made private tours, has good Oltrarno artisan connections, and enjoys family tours (from €70/hour for 2 people, +39 347 942 2054, www.florencewithflair.com).
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