
[image: cover-image]


Rick Steves

NAPLES & THE AMALFI COAST

[image: Image]


[image: Image]



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.




CONTENTS

Naples & the Amalfi Coast

Naples

Procida

Pompeii & Nearby

Sorrento

Capri

Amalfi Coast

Paestum

Italy: Past & Present

Practicalities

Appendix

Index

Map Index

Credits

Copyright


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.

This book offers a balanced mix: the gritty, urban intensity of Naples; the best-in-Europe ancient cityscapes at the foot of Mount Vesuvius (Pompeii and Herculaneum); the sublime coastal beauty of Sorrento and the Amalfi Coast; and dreamy castaway islands in the Bay of Naples. It’s selective: Rather than covering every island or coastal village, I recommend only the best. And it’s in-depth: My self-guided museum tours and town walks provide insight into this region’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.
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I advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of my 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 Italy 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, I 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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NAPLES & THE AMALFI COAST

Naples & the Amalfi Coast’s Top Destinations

Map: PLACES COVERED IN THIS BOOK

MUST-SEE DESTINATIONS

WORTH-IT DESTINATIONS

Planning Your Trip

DESIGNING AN ITINERARY

Map: Naples and the Amalfi Coast’s Best One-Week Trip by Public Transportation

BEFORE YOU GO

Travel Smart

Gritty Naples, serene Sorrento, poignant Pompeii, and the sumptuous Amalfi Coast. Few places combine intense yet entertaining urban chaos with sublime natural beauty—all within a short train, bus, car, or boat ride—like this unforgettable slice of Italy.

If you like Italy as far south as Rome, go farther south—it gets better. Italy intensifies as you plunge deeper. And Naples is Italy in the extreme—its best (birthplace of pizza) and its worst (home of the Camorra, Naples’ “family” of organized crime).

Naples is southern Italy’s leading city; the second-biggest metro area in Italy, after Milan; one of Italy’s poorest corners; and one of the most densely populated places in all of Europe. Its more than one million people live in a metropolis with few open spaces or parks. While in many ways it feels like an urban jungle, Naples surprises the observant traveler with its impressive knack for living, eating, and raising children with good humor and decency. Overcome your fear of being run down or ripped off long enough to talk with people. Focus not on the graffiti but on the song merchants sing in the markets. Enjoy a few smiles and jokes with the man running the neighborhood tripe shop, or the woman taking her day-care class on a walk along traffic-clogged streets.
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Naples is not just a city; it’s an entire region. The Bay of Naples, slopes of Mount Vesuvius, and nearby coastline and islands are bursting with sightseeing options. Vesuvius is the (currently) slumbering volcano that looms, Mount Doom-like, over the entire Naples region. It famously erupted in AD 79, burying in hot ash the busy hive of humanity that lived between its caldera and the bay.

Two of those towns have been excavated by modern archaeologists and are among Europe’s most compelling ancient sites: Pompeii, once a busy commercial port of 20,000 souls; and Herculaneum, a smaller community of 5,000. There’s no better place to get a glimpse of Roman life, two millennia ago, than right here.

Across the Bay of Naples from the big city, perching on its cliff, is Sorrento—the sleepy, pristine yin to Naples’ busy, chaotic yang. This charming resort town is a handy transit hub and a fine home base for exploring the region.

Sorrento is also the natural springboard for the stunning Amalfi Coast, just south of the Bay of Naples. This breathtaking shoreline is renowned for its sheer cliffs, crazy cantilevered houses, shimmering seaside beauty, and postcard-pretty towns—including posh Positano, exotic Amalfi, cliff-capping Ravello, and the untouristy flip side of the coast, Maiori and Minori. It’s all tied together by a scenic, precipitous road where white-knuckled drivers hug the curves between viewpoints.
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Limoncello captures Italy’s sunshine in a delicious form; Mount Vesuvius looms over the Bay of Naples




Naples: Birthplace of Pizza

Pizza—Naples’ great culinary creation—has been exported around the world. And yet, it still tastes best in its birthplace. If this sounds like hyperbole…come to Naples and find out for yourself.

The origins of pizza date back 2,500 years, to when flatbreads were dressed with oil, salt, herbs, and sometimes cheese. Tomatoes arrived in Campania only after Columbus’ journeys to the Americas, and were not routinely used with flatbread until the early 19th century. But once Italians figured out this recipe, the Neapolitans perfected it.

An ideal Neapolitan-style pizza must have a light crust—more chewy than crispy. To keep the pizza delicate, Neapolitan pizzerias often make the crust the day before, using very little yeast, and then they let it rise for 12 to 15 hours. They brag it takes several years of practice to get the dough just right. (Lesser pizzerias—especially outside of Naples—use ample yeast to effect a quicker rise, but this toughens the crust and gives it a yeasty flavor.) The pizzaiolo (pizza maker) makes an individual pie for each diner and bakes it in a very hot wood-burning oven for about three minutes.
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Naples’ pizza is known for its delicate crust and simple ingredients, baked in a wood-fired oven to delicious perfection.



Local pizzaioli use very few toppings, and the ones they use are of the best possible quality. For example, a classic pizza margherita, named after the first Italian queen, uses just three in the colors of the Italian flag. First comes the fresh white mozzarella di bufala (made from the milk of water buffaloes—or, in a pinch, absolutely fresh mozzarella made of cow’s milk). To this are added red San Marzano tomatoes, a green basil leaf, and a few drops of good olive oil. A pizza marinara contains tomato sauce, garlic, and oregano, but no cheese. What matters is not the quantity of ingredients but the quality.

Around the Naples region, there are a few famous pizza places, which can be fun to try. But a neighborhood dive can be just as good—look for a happy commotion of locals eating there. Most pizzerias offer both takeout and eat-in, and pizza is often the only thing on the menu. Neapolitans typically drink beer or mineral water with pizza, rarely wine.

Another kind of pizza is the calzone, in which the crust is folded over to enclose the ingredients, which can include cheese, veggies, and meats. This originated as a cheap and filling alternative to real pizza during the postwar years, and remains a beloved street food.
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A pizza margherita is topped with mozzarella made from the milk of water buffaloes.



No taste of Naples is complete without a pizza. Head to a humble Neapolitan pizzeria for an evening of delicious, inexpensive indulgence.



Paestum, even farther south and worth a side trip for those interested in the ancient world, is a collection of 2,500-year-old temples...built not by ancient Romans but by the Greek traders who established Magna Graecia (Greater Greece).

And there are several holiday islands off the coast of Naples. Capri, favored by the jet set, is an upscale choice—and has been for a very long time (it was a favorite getaway for Roman emperors). This gorgeous place, with its stark limestone cliffs and sea stacks, lush gardens, elaborate villas, and famous Blue Grotto aquatic cave, continues to entice visitors. Across the bay, pastel Procida is the Back Door alternative island—less popular, less glitzy, less expensive, but just as beautiful.

Seaside Naples anchors the otherwise rugged and mountainous region of Campania, which is home to about five million people. Taken together, the Naples area is a congested, complicated knot of humanity. That Neapolitan sprawl comes with its own distinct culture and personality, which can feel foreign even to fellow Italians. Naples is more brazen and disorderly—but also more intensely devoted to the delicately crafted Nativity scenes called presepi.

Many of Campania’s hallmarks are edible. This region is famous for the sweet, delicious San Marzano tomatoes (long, skinny, and pointy at one end); for mozzarella di bufala, made from the milk of water buffaloes; for a variety of deep-fried street foods; for large, sweet lemons used for making limoncello and other drinks and treats; and for delectable pastries, including the delightfully crunchy sfogliatelle, delicate phyllo layers filled with ricotta. And, of course, this region—and Naples specifically—is famous for its pizza (see sidebar).
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Sorrento’s main drag, Corso Italia; Positano’s scenery and sand



Visitors to this area face one important decision: How much Naples do you want to include? This big city is not to everyone’s taste, so be realistic about its pros and cons. Travelers who enjoy a city crammed with chaos settle in here as a home base for seeing everything in this book and beyond. Others use it strictly as a transit hub to reach its surrounding towns, ancient sites, coastline, and islands.

For me, the mark of a good traveler is how much they enjoy Naples. I make time to embrace the intensity of the city, which deserves at least a full day to tour its museums and churches, stroll its hectic and entertaining streets, and sample its famous pizza—before (if you choose) relaxing in the more genteel resorts to the south.

This region of Italy offers an antipasto misto of travel thrills: From the urban intensity of Naples to the serenity of Sorrento, from glamorous Capri to sparkling Amalfi towns, from ancient Pompeii to even more ancient Paestum—this is Italy’s coast with the most.

Naples & the Amalfi Coast’s Top Destinations

Mamma mia! There’s a lot to see in and around Naples and the Amalfi Coast. This overview categorizes the region’s 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

▲▲▲Amalfi Coast (allow 1-2 days)

Traveling the Amalfi Coast’s cliff-hanging road ranks among Italy’s top experiences, whether as a day trip or with an overnight at a coastal town. Positano, with its big beauty and bigger prices, lures travelers with Sophia Loren dreams for an overnight. The historic maritime town of Amalfi and the romantic clifftop town of Ravello are popular stops, worth an hour or two each. And the beach towns of Minori and Maiori somehow stay under the mass-tourism radar in spite of delightful Riviera charm.

WORTH-IT DESTINATIONS

▲▲Naples (allow 0.5-3 days)

This massive city—sprawling between Mount Vesuvius and the Bay of Naples—feels like a world unto itself. It’s a once-genteel transit hub with some excellent sightseeing (most notably its Archaeological Museum, with the finest treasures from Pompeii); a gritty, intense port city; a culinary center justifiably famous for its pizza; and perhaps Europe’s best and most vibrant destination for thriving street life. You’ll likely pass through Naples on your visit to this region; it’s worth at least a half-day, but more adventurous travelers will crave more time—and may choose to home-base here for their entire trip.

▲Procida (1 day)

Pretty and pastel Procida is your ideal destination for a peaceful island break from Naples. This tiny island, with its humble fishing port and sleepy beaches, is just a short ferry ride across the bay.
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Welcome to Positano; medieval watchtower near Maiori; budget-friendly street food in Naples; Naples’ Capodimonte art museum; a quiet Procida street
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Frescoes in Pompeii; sampling limoncello in Sorrento; Capri’s soul-nourishing scenery; Greek temple in Paestum



▲▲Pompeii and Nearby (half-day)

South of Naples are the ruins of famous Pompeii (worth ▲▲▲) and smaller Herculaneum, both thriving ancient cities that were smothered by Mount Vesuvius in AD 79. The sites are an easy stop between Naples and Sorrento; of the two, Pompeii is better, while Herculaneum is more compact and easier to see. Visitors can also ascend the still-steaming Vesuvius itself.
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▲Sorrento (1.5 days with 2-4 nights)

Sorrento is both a busy port and a pleasant resort town. It features lemon-scented lanes, grand views over the Bay of Naples, a good selection of hotels and restaurants, and convenient connections to nearby sights by train, bus, or boat. While it offers no big-league sights, Sorrento is the most appealing choice for home-basing in this region. Several nights here with day trips to Capri, Pompeii, and the Amalfi Coast can make a lot of sense.

▲▲Capri (1 day)

Known for its stunning views and tourist hordes, this tiny island is home to the fabled Blue Grotto, with its otherworldly azure water (and often long waits).

▲Paestum (1 day)

South of the Amalfi Coast, this site predates most of the great Roman landmarks by centuries. Paestum is crowned with well-preserved Greek temples from a time this storied land was Magna Graecia, or Greater Greece.
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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 my best 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 a week, but you can adapt it to fit your own interests and time frame. A key choice is how much—or how little—time you want to spend in Naples itself, and whether you want to overnight there or in a lower-impact resort town nearby.

Decide when to go.

Southern Italy’s best travel months are May, June, September, and October. They’re also the busiest and most expensive times to visit. Crowds aside, these months combine the convenience of peak season with pleasant weather.

The heat in July and August can be brutal; temperatures frequently hit the 90s. Fortunately, most accommodations come with air-conditioning. August is also when many Italians take their summer vacations; big cities like Naples tend to be relatively quiet, but beach resorts—like most of the other towns in this book—are jammed (with higher hotel prices).

Winter offers cooler temperatures and fewer tourists, except on major holidays. Expect shorter hours for sights, fewer activities, and many accommodations closed for the season.

Connect the dots.

My recommended itinerary starts and ends in Naples, making it simple to arrive and depart on a round-trip flight. Begin your search for transatlantic flights at Google Flights.

Once in Italy, trains, buses, and boats connect the destinations in this book with relative ease (even if sorting through your options can feel a bit daunting). A simple Google search will give you a general idea, while the “Connections” sections in each chapter provide typical schedules, advice, and official websites.

I would never rent a car for travel in this region. Traffic, parking, and car-free destinations make driving a regrettable choice. (That’s why, for the benefit of your trip, I’ll give you no more info about driving!)

To maximize efficiency and minimize stress, some travelers hire a private driver for key Amalfi Coast journeys or join a shared tour (described in that chapter).

If you’re continuing beyond Naples, slick trains connect Naples and Rome (several per hour, in about 1.5 hours). From there, you’ll be impressed by Italy’s impressive train system (www.trenitalia.com). For connections elsewhere in Europe (or longer-distance trips within Italy), 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).
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Naples’ Galleria Umberto I shopping mall (left); Toledo Metro station (below); and Castle Nuovo (next page)
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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 on here). Minimize one-night stands. It can be worth taking a late-afternoon train or boat to settle into a town for two consecutive nights—and gain a full uninterrupted day for sightseeing.

Staying in a home base (most likely Naples or Sorrento) and making day trips can be more time-efficient than changing locations and hotels. Pompeii, Capri, and Paestum work better as side trips than as overnights.

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 Italy’s tourist website, www.italia.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.


Naples and the Amalfi Coast’s Best One-Week Trip by Public Transportation









	Day
	Plan
	Sleep





	1
	Arrive in Naples
	Naples



	2
	Naples
	Naples



	3
	See more of Naples, or day-trip to Paestum (1.5 hours each way)
	Naples



	4
	Morning train to Sorrento (or more time in Naples, then train)
	Sorrento



	5
	Day-trip to Pompeii; enjoy Sorrento with the rest of your day
	Sorrento



	6
	Scenic Amalfi Coast drive (by bus, shared tour, or private driver); return to Sorrento or settle in to Minori or Maiori
	Sorrento or Minori/Maiori (Amalfi Coast)



	7
	From Sorrento, side-trip to Capri; or enjoy a beach day in Minori or Maiori
	Sorrento or Minori/Maiori



	8
	Return to Naples (2 hours) and fly home…or link to your next European destination
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Notes: This plan offers roughly equal tastes of Naples and Sorrento. Depending on your interests, you could instead home-base in Sorrento and see Naples as a day trip; or settle in to Naples and day-trip to Sorrento and the Amalfi Coast (long but doable). Efficient sightseers squeeze Pompeii into Day 4 and see Capri on Day 5, leaving Day 7 free for the beach. Farther afield, Paestum is skippable for those uninterested in ancient sites.




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 Italy costs about $900-1,500, depending on where you fly from and when.

Public Transportation: Once in this region, fares are cheap. You can see everything in my suggested itinerary by train or bus for a total of well under $100, including some short taxi rides within the towns and cities.
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Budget Tips

To cut your daily expenses, take advantage of the deals you’ll find throughout Italy and mentioned in this book. Public transit rather than taxis, picnics rather than restaurants, and alternatives to fancy hotels all save plenty. When you splurge, keep in mind that experiences you’ll always remember (hiring a private guide, taking a food tour, scaling that volcano) are the lasting value. Rather than spending time and money souvenir shopping, focus on collecting memories. And good travelers find that many favorite moments are the free ones.

Some hotels, restaurants, and tour companies offer discounts to my readers. Look for the RS% symbol in the listings in this book.
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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 in order. If your passport expires within six months of your return date, you need to renew it (allow eight weeks). Get passport and country-specific travel info at Travel.State.gov. Be aware of entry requirements; you may need to register with the European Travel Info and Authorization System (ETIAS, quick and easy process, https://travel-europe.europa.eu/etias), and if traveling through the United Kingdom, the Electronic Travel Authorization (ETA, www.gov.uk/visas-immigration).

Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights (start your search online at Google Flights or Kayak). Figure out your transportation options. It’s worth thinking about buying essential train tickets online in advance, getting a rail pass, renting a car, or booking cheap European flights. (You can wing it once you’re there, 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. Make reservations or buy tickets in advance for major sights. In Naples, you must reserve a time slot for the Cappella Sansevero, and you’ll avoid long lines for the underground tours by purchasing your ticket online. A timed-entry ticket is required to hike to the summit of Mount Vesuvius, and you may need one to guarantee entry to Pompeii.

It’s also smart to book ahead for experiences such as a food tour or hiring a local guide.

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. Don’t bring euros from home; 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 useful apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translators, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see 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 City Walk and Archaeological Museum tour in Naples, and Pompeii tour (look for the [image: image]), plus many interviews relating to Naples and the Amalfi Coast 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

Italy, which seems as orderly as spilled spaghetti, actually functions quite well. 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.

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 places where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Take commonsense precautions with your valuables, especially credit cards and cash (store them securely). Don’t set phones or other important items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten (and don’t hang day packs on the backs of chairs).

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. Wear sunscreen and drink lots of water. Do what you can to avoid long lines in the sun. Churches offer a cool haven (but dress modestly—no bare shoulders or shorts). Join the passeggiata, when locals stroll in the cool of the evening.

Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi or Uber 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.

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 piazza, scenic view, or pizza. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”

Your next stop: Naples and the Amalfi Coast!
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