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e knew that when the 
exchange rate hit our rands it wouldn’t be amore, 
but that wouldn’t stop us from experiencing Bella 
Italia. We’d booked our tickets, and planned to  
eat on the cheap, and to balance out plane and  
car rides with train and tram rides.

If, like us, you only have a few days to experience 
the best of Italy, this day-by-day guide might be  
of some assistance.

DAY 1 ROME –  
ANCIENT WALLS
After successfully navigating the public transport 
system, we emerged from the underground at  
the Colosseo station in the heart of Rome. The 
enormous marble-and-limestone amphitheatre, 
which dates back to 70–72 CE, was built to hold 
more than 50 000 bloodthirsty spectators, and  
I realised that all the pictures I’d seen of it over 
the years don’t come close to doing it justice.

A 15-minute walk with our trolley bags clacking 
away over cobblestones brought us to a building 
with an old sign ‘Casa Santa Sofia’, mounted on 
the wall. Seeing a nun behind the counter, one  
in the lift and one in the dining room, we quickly 
realised that this convent-turned-hostel is actually 
completely run by holy sisters.

We dropped our bags and made our way back  
to the Colosseum. Luckily, we’d bought our tickets 
online (a combination bundle for the Colosseum,  
the Roman Forum and Palatine Hill) because the 
queues outside were longer than those at SARS.

Our audio guide helped us seamlessly navigate 
around the structure, informing us of noteworthy 
historical events and traditions, including how the 
gladiatorial games and executions used to be held 
in the amphitheatre. From there, we proceeded to 
the Forum and Palatine Hill.

Minds boggled (and a bit disturbed) by these 
stories from ancient Rome’s showpiece centre,  
we strolled in the direction of the Jewish ghetto 
for lunch – a breath of fresh air, as this jewel of a 
neighbourhood is rather undiscovered by tourists 
(affordable, delicious food, no queues, no fuss). 
Established in 1555, the walled-in ghetto was a 
crowded place in the most undesirable part of  
the city, where segregated Jews lived, and whose 
gates were locked at night. The walls were only 
torn down in 1888.

Next, we slowly meandered along the Tiber 
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The Colosseum in  
the centre of Rome

EVEN THOUGH THE RAND IS, WELL, WHAT IT IS, IF YOU’RE PREPARED, YOU CAN  
STILL EXPERIENCE ITALY IN ALL ITS GLORY ON A SOUTH AFRICAN BUDGET

B Y  I L S E  V A N  D E N  B E R G
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River, stopping here and there for a creamy  
gelato, a leg rest on a bench, window shopping, 
and a look at a couple of churches. We finally 
found ourselves lost in the labyrinthine district  
of Trastevere, which quickly turned into a party 
scene as the sun set.

DAY 2 ROME – THE POPE AND 
ST PETER’S
Rising earlier than any normal person would,  
we took to the streets to get to the Vatican City  
as early as possible. We had, fortunately, bought 
these tickets (audio guide included) online as well.

We avoided buying any food or drink in the 
pope’s home, suspecting that the more touristy  
an area is, the more bucks you need to cough up. 
Instead, we enjoyed our packed lunch on the 
piazza outside St Peter’s Basilica as we moved  
like snails in the queue, waiting to enter the 
majestic building.

We ended off a spectacular day with more 
gelato, plenty of selfies on the Spanish steps, 
tossing coins in Trevi fountain, and marvelling  
at the intriguing architecture of the Pantheon.

WHERE TO STAY
Casa Santa Sofia  
(casa-santa-sofia-rome.h-
rez.com/index.htm)

WHERE TO EAT 
Pizza Florida
Il Giardino Romana 
(ilgiardinoromano.it/web)
Pack a picnic to enjoy in Villa 
Borghese, free of charge.

DAY 3 ROME TO FLORENCE  
– VIA SATURNIA’S  
HEALING WATERS
We decided to rent a car and drive to Florence, 
stopping along the way in small villages that 
piqued our interest. Bendy roads took us up  
and over the classic rolling hills of Tuscany, 
terracotta-tiled roofs dotting the landscape  
like scattered LEGO on a soft yellow carpet.

An absolute highlight of our day was spotting 
Cascate del Mulino – the natural hot springs  
of Saturnia – from the car window. Cascades of 
steaming water invited us to come in and relax. 
Surreal. We spent a chunk of our day swimming, 
unwinding and snacking on our packed picnic 
lunch, which consisted of bread, cheese and  
cold meats.

Florence was home for the night. Our hostel, 
Villa Camerata, dates back to the Renaissance  
and was basic, yet breathtakingly beautiful.

Since we only had one day in the city of art, 
palaces, and other marvellous artistic treasures, 
we decided to head to the tourist office for a map 
of the city. We allowed ourselves to get lost and 
soak in the area. Florence is much smaller than 
Rome, making it somewhat more manageable  
– especially if you’re exploring on foot.

Even for South Africans, a Florentine steak is 
something not to miss here. After all the pasta 
and pizza we had consumed, we savoured every 
bite and walked off our meat sweats the rest  
of the day.

St Peter's Basilica at night

Cascate del Mulino hot springs

WHERE TO STAY 
Villa Camerata  
(hihostels.com/hostels/
florence-villa-camerata)
Plus Florence  
(plushostels.com/plusflorence)
RENT A CAR   
Compare prices on kayak.com
WHERE TO EAT
Trattoria dall’Oste 
(trattoriadalloste.com)
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TIPS
 Try, as far as possible, to  

eat local food and dishes.
 Go to the grocery store  

for food to avoid eating out 
every day.

 Wear the right shoes! 
Don’t be fancy – rather 
be comfortable.

 Be wary of pickpockets  
on piazzas and metro trains.

 Avoid ristorante and  
rather opt for trattoria, 
osteria and pizzerias to  
save money.

 If you don’t want to rent a 
car, consider planning a trip 
by train only on lefrecce.it. 

 Aperitivo starts around  
6 pm at most bars and allows 
you to buy a drink and get 
free unlimited snacks.

KNOW THIS
 Getting there  

Fly to Rome for around R7 000–R10 000 
(depending on the season and the airline)

 Getting around  
Metro lines, buses, trams and walking  
got us where we needed to be, and  
didn’t break the bank. Keep an eye  
out for 24/48 hr deals. And remember  
to validate tickets.

 Visas  
Applying for a tourist Schengen visa 
through Capago is a breeze.  
it-za.capago.eu

 Time zone 
1 hour behind SA, but the same as SA for 
European Summer Time (April–October)

BEER AND  
BURGER INDEX
Pint of beer R67

Burger R100

DAY 4 FLORENCE TO ROME
After a quick and light breakfast (coffee and 
brioche), we ticked off Ponte Vecchio and a  
leather factory. We dropped off the rental car, 
caught a three-hour train ride back to Rome  
and headed back to the airport. Our bodies  
were tired, but our hearts content, so we bid  
la dolce vita farewell. For now… 

FAST FACTS
 The Roman Forum: Sees 

roughly four million visitors 
every year.

 Vatican City: The Vatican is 
its own country inside Rome.

 Trevi Fountain: A coin 
tossed over the shoulder in 
the Trevi Fountain is said to 
ensure a return to Rome. 
Roughly €3 000 is thrown 
into it every day.

 Spanish Steps: Built in  
the 17th century as a symbol  
of peace between France  
and Spain.

 Pantheon: The giant dome 
with a hole in the roof was 
the largest in the world for  
1 300 years. It remains the 
largest unreinforced dome  
in the world to this day.

 Le Cascate del Mulino: Most 
tourists pay to go to the hot- 
spring spa complex, unaware 
that the thermal cascades 
down the road are free  
of charge.  PH
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