
Rome
Visas:  no visas needed but passports are required (just thought I'd start out with the obvious).
Transportation:  we used a driver to go from the Rome airport to our hotel, which is obviously more expensive than taking a cab, but if you have a lot of luggage, I highly recommend it.  The driver we used is:


Nicola Suozzi
011-39-335319972
(cell)

suozzi.nicola@email.it
He spent many years in Toronto and speaks near flawless English.

Otherwise, cabs in Rome are readily available, but, generally, only at taxi stands.  You cannot hail a cab off the street.  Most taxi stands are located in busy traffic circles or you can get one in front of a hotel.  Most taxi drivers speak rudimentary English, and many speak excellent English.  The cabs themselves are not large vehicles by American standards.  Most cabs can seat four people easily, but if you are five people, only certain cabs are large enough to do that (or you can take 2 cabs). 
Guides:  we used a guide for the main tourist attractions—the Forum, the Coliseum, Vatican City, and Ostia (see more about them below).  He is a former art history professor and art curator for the U.S. embassy.  He is an inveterate name-dropper, but he is SO cute about it and so passionate about his subject matter that we forgave him those minor tendencies on the spot.  His contact information is as follows:


Professor Enrico Bruschini


011 39 338 6403967 (cell)


enricobruschini@libero.it

He books up fairly quickly so it’s best to get on his calendar as soon as possible.  Feel free to use the Lintott name in vain as a referral.
Hotels:  ideally, you want something that is centrally located to make it easy to get to everything.  We stayed at the Hotel Raphael.  The location is excellent, as you can walk to just about all the main tourist sites.  The concierge, Dominic, was extremely helpful, especially with restaurant reservations (most of the restaurants noted below were his recommendations), and everyone on the staff speaks English.  It also is a very lovely hotel.  (Please note the original Picasso ceramics in their lobby.)  Rooms are small by American standards.  We booked a suite for the 4 of us, which worked very well.
Packing:  bring COMFORTABLE shoes!!  Rome is a walking city and is hilly.  There are beautiful churches to walk through (respectfully, of course), and all of the touristy sites require lots of walking.  So make sure your shoes are built for that.  Did I mention you should bring comfortable shoes?  Oh, don't forget to pack comfortable shoes.
Things to see (in rough order of priority)

Note: Crowds are the smallest first thing in the morning.


Forum:  the Forum requires some imagination to picture as it originally stood, but it is well worth the visit.  (You can actually find books sold outside most major tourist sites that give you a photo of the ruins as they are now and then an overlay to show you what the original structure looks like.  We found the book to be well worth the outrageous price we paid.)  Be sure and see the huge basilica ruins in the back of the Forum, somewhat tucked out of the way.  The magnitude and skill of the engineering is mind-boggling.  The Forum, in combination with the Coliseum, can be done well in 3-4 hours.


Coliseum:  this was the favorite stop of the males in our family.  As with the Forum, only ruins still stand, but because more of the ruins survived, it is easier to visualize what the Coliseum looked like in the days of imperial Rome.  Again, the engineering was marvelous (for instance, holes were drilled in the stones, and lead poured into them as a means of making the building earthquake-resistant).  Gory gladiator stories will appeal to the boys in the group.

Vatican City:  even if you decide you don’t want to use a guide anywhere else in Rome, you NEED a guide for the Vatican.  A guide allows you to bypass the very long line to buy tickets to enter the Vatican.  The hotel concierge can arrange for a guide, if necessary.  It is not possible to see all of the Vatican in one day, so you will have to prioritize.  I recommend skipping the Vatican Museums and walking through the courtyard and then the long passageways (which give you an excellent cross-section of the kind of art collection you can amass through conquering other nations and the demanding of tribute, whether secular or religious), and heading directly towards the Sistine Chapel, your ultimate destination.  Even during off-season times, it is very crowded, so prepare accordingly.  No photos can be taken in the Sistine Chapel, so take the time to look around and appreciate the art.  There were certain of us who felt that the Sistine Chapel was a bit over the top, but there were others in the family for whom it was the highlight of the trip.  

There are several souvenir shops within the Vatican.  You will want to visit those (assuming you want to buy anything) before you leave for St. Peter’s Basilica.  It is possible to re-enter, but you will have to convince the guards that the only place you want to go is the store, or they will make you stand in line to re-enter.


St. Peter’s Basilica was also a huge hit for our family.  Again, the grandeur and wonder of the engineering takes your breath away.  


Capitoline Museum:  it is a small museum (by Rome standards) but contains some really high quality artwork.  Highlights include a gigantic statue of the Roman emperor, Marcus Aurelius, on his horse; a colossal sculpture of the Emperor Constantine’s head; a sculpture of the “Capitoline Venus;” a Roman mosaic (“Mosaic of the Doves”); and the statue of the Capitoline Gaul.  There are a lot of other beautiful things to look at, of course.  The museum will take you 3-4 hours.

Ruins of Ostia:  this Roman and medieval river port city is located near the Rome airport, and you will need to get there by car.  There are some beautiful examples of Roman mosaics (both on the wall and the floors in the ruins), especially in the buildings tucked away in the back.  There is also an identifiable public restroom and restaurant and merchants’ shops dating back to imperial Rome.  It is a fascinating place to walk through.  Most of the influences are Roman, although you can see a few instances of medieval ruins.  The restaurant within walking distance of the ruins looks and feels like a major tourist trap (what else can you conclude when the host is dressed in a pseudo-Roman tunic with a short sword at his side?), but the food is surprisingly good.  This excursion will take you the better part of a day.


St Catherine of Siena Church:  one of the wondrous things about Rome is that there is a beautiful church worth visiting every 2-3 blocks.  This one has the distinction of having a Michelangelo sculpture of Jesus (subsequent, more prudish folks covered him with a loincloth) and a beautiful mosaic ceiling made entirely of lapis lazuli.  Oh, and St Catherine of Siena is buried here as well.

Pantheon:  if you are staying at the Hotel Raphael, the Pantheon is about a 5 minute walk away.  It is worth walking through, but it will not take you long, maybe 15-30 minutes.

Memorial to Victor Emmanuel:  Victor Emmanuel was the first king of Italy (in the 1800s), and the Italians erected a memorial in his honor.  Knowledgeable locals will sniff contemptuously about the building, as it is not built with Roman marble and is viewed generally as an artistic eyesore.  That being said, the Italian version of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier is here, the views from the top of the building are lovely, and there are some nice museum displays in the building.


Trevi Fountain:  legend has it that if you throw a coin in the Trevi Fountain, it guarantees that you will return to Rome.  Our then 9 year old thought it was a waste of a perfectly good euro.  It is thronged with tourists and generally not worth a lengthy stay.

Spanish Steps:  the only reason to visit the Spanish steps is because everyone will ask you if you’ve visited the Spanish Steps once they’ve discovered that you went to Rome.  The view from the top is nice, but it isn’t a place to spend a lot of time on.  The Hotel Hassler is nearby and serves a lovely lunch.
Currency:  No lira anymore, only euros.  Things are surprisingly reasonably priced in Rome (depending on the exchange rate, of course).  But we were pleasantly surprised by both the hotel rates and the prices in the restaurants.
Food:  we made a discovery while in Rome.  A member of our family is not a big fan of Italian food, and he discovered that what he doesn’t like is American Italian food and that Italian food in Rome is spectacular.  (  Another discovery.  The earliest any Roman will think of eating dinner is 7:00 (and even that is appallingly early), so plan accordingly.  Late afternoon gelato stops will help (more about that below).  The concept behind Italian food is to use the freshest of ingredients, simply prepared.  We don’t think you can go wrong with any mom-and-pop restaurant, but we do have some recommendations.  There is only one Michelin rated 3-star restaurant in Rome and that is La Pergola, in the Hilton.  The food is worth every penny.  It is spectacularly prepared, and the wait staff is excellent.  (We brought our 12 year old daughter and 9 year old son everywhere we ate without a problem.)  Ristorante Montevecchio (in Piazza Montevechhio #22A) is a mom-and-pop restaurant that is like eating at someone’s house.  Excellent food in a restaurant that might seat 10 at a time.  Other recommendations include Il Grano (53 Piazza Rondanini), La Scala (great pizza!) (58 Piazza della Scala), and La Pollarolla (near the Campo dei Fiore).  Our favorite hole-in-the-wall restaurant in Rome is a restaurant called Al Duello (11 Vicolo Della Vaccarella).  There is a restaurant that serves nouvelle Italian called Open Colonna.  We were extremely disappointed in this restaurant.  The food was well-prepared, but the concept just did not work.  All of these restaurants are within walking distance of the Hotel Raphael other than La Pergola and Open Colonna.

Gelato.  Where to start?  To begin with, Rome has gelato stores everywhere, and there does not appear to be such a thing as bad gelato.  The tourist stop for gelato is a place called Giolitti’s.  They certainly have an abundance of flavors, but we were unimpressed with the quality of the service, and the gelato, while good, wasn’t any more exceptional than anywhere else.  Our favorite was Gelato Origini.  There are several stores around Rome (including one near the Hotel Raphael).  If the blood orange gelato is available, definitely give it a try.  For chocolate lovers, the stracciatelli is also excellent.
Shopping:  let’s start with the high-end designer stores (e.g. Giorgio Armani).  They are mostly located in and around the Via dei Condotti.  There are semi-reasonably priced stores there as well.  It’s great window shopping, if nothing else.  There is a lovely jewelry store that makes jewelry out of antique Roman coins called Massimo Maria Mellis (57 Via dell’Orso).  Our favorite leather goods store (mostly purses, wallets and computer bags) is called Del Giudice (24 Vila della Stelletta).  Their selection is limited, but the quality of their handiwork is superb.  Another good leather store with a better selection of items is Campo Marzio Design (41 Via di Campo Marzio).  We also found a fun stationery and hand made bookstore called Cartoleria Pantheon (15 Via Della Rotonda).  There is also a toy store called Little Big Town (120 Via Cesare Battisti) that has a decent selection of toys, mostly skewed towards younger children (under 12).  You will hopefully make your own discoveries as well, walking through the various side streets and piazzas of Rome.
Cell phones:  your cell phones will work in Rome.  You can check e-mail on your cell phone, too, if you have an international data plan. 

Electricity:  most electronics will work with the Italian voltage of 230 volts, but you should check your power units to make sure (our laptops and Nintendo DS units were fine).  However, you will need a European plug converter, as the outlets are totally different. 

Culture:  Italian culture is very family and child friendly.  We took our kids everywhere, and no one even looked remotely disapproving.  Everyone is very helpful and accommodating as well.  You will find fluency in English varies widely, but most people speak enough English that knowing no Italian is rarely an issue.

