Rome 4

Today we traveled via tour bus to Pompeii (spelled Pompei in Italy).  We were picked up at our hotel at 6:45 a.m. and then taken to the tour bus headquarters where we transferred to our motor coach for the long haul.  We were a huge group of eight English speakers, so in essence we had a private tour.  Four of us were from the USA, two from UK and two from Australia.
We traveled down the highway through Capodimante where they still make the porcelain and to Naples.  This region is also famous for its cameo carvings.  We got a first glimpse at those when we stopped en route to Naples at a rest stop for food drink and a bio break. 

As we entered Naples from on high, the bus stopped at a scenic overlook to allow us to shoot the Bay of Naples you see in the photos.  It was a cloudy day but the Bay was still picturesque.  We captured a photo of the Castel Dell’Ovo jutting out in the Bay and looking like a fortress guarding the entrance. In the City, we photographed The Castel Nuovo, although the walls which surround it were constructed in the 12th century a.d.  Next to the Castel Nuovo was a fresh archeological site where the ancient city walls were being excavated.  The bus sort of whisked through parts of Naples and the port area as we stopped only to pick up our guide for Pompeii.  Naples was founded by the ancient Greeks who named the city Neopolis (literally new city) and we saw that designation on some of the maps hanging in the map rooms in the Vatican.  It has a museum with many or the artifacts from Pompeii, but we didn’t have time to stop.  One of the members of the tour group says that 50% of the population are pick pockets (this is one city where you really have to watch your possessions) and he wasn’t sure what the other 50% did.
We stopped to have lunch – if you could call it that.  Mass cafeteria with tough, grey meat and soggy French fries drowning in some sort of sauce.  Pasta dish served before the meat “entrée” was edible.  The rest was not, but the establishment substituted a lettuce salad for the meat.

We arrived in Pompeii where we spent two glorious hours exploring the ruins, but just scratching the surface. The City of Pompeii, as you undoubtedly know, was buried by the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius in August of 79 a.d. after several days of rumbling.  It was a particularly violent eruption and people and animals were found “frozen” in whatever position they were in at the time the eruption occurred. The physical structures were buried under ash and lava and we were told that no other city was build on top of Pompeii – as was the tradition throughout the early centuries – because dead people were rumored to be there and many were superstitious about spirits and so, left Pompeii alone.  In fact, there is a New Pompeii, built elsewhere but nearby. 
At its height, Pompeii’s population was about 10,000.  It covers a huge area.  A great deal of it is excavated, but we were told the excavation is stopped for now and restoration is the priority. There is still much more to be excavated. Pompeii is a maze of streets, houses, shops, bath houses, and other kinds of houses, with amazing mosaics, paintings and enough of the evidence of what life was like at this time in history to paint a vivid picture of how people lived.  We explored an enormous house – a mansion even by today’s standards – and smaller ones.  We saw the bakery and the baths, a one way street, and walked on or around Roman “speed bumps” that forced chariots to slow down so as not to kill the pedestrians. The speed bumps can be seen in the first photograph of the third row.  They are stones that jut up with just enough room for chariot wheels, but that forces the chariot to slow down.  There were no street addresses in 79 a.d., but there are markers now denoting what archeologists think the structures were.  At its heyday, citizens of Pompeii would indicate an address by the fountain that was nearest its residence.  You can see a picture of one of the fountains in the third row.  The photos show many of the structures we saw including the bakery (the photo with several black “chimneys) and the baths.
Even though we could see the outline of Mt.  Vesuvius, it was enveloped in clouds the entire day, so we never did get a decent shot of the volcano that buried Pompeii. 
We traveled back from Pompeii and got back to Rome around 8 p.m. just in time for dinner.

A word about traffic in Rome.  Like every major city we’ve visited, there’s lots of traffic here.  Cars travel in their own lanes as well as in the marked ones and motorcycles – mostly larger varieties scoot in and out of the traffic like gnats buzzing around road kill.  Motorcyclists – male and female – evidently must be required to wear helmets because they all do. Cars, motorcycles and any other form of moving transportation is required by law to stop for pedestrians in crosswalks and will also frequently stop for pedestrians even when they’re not in crosswalks.  But, it’s still tricky crossing the street.  There are some pedestrian only streets and in many places the sidewalks are so narrow that the street become additional pedestrian thoroughfares sharing the roadway with all moving vehicles.  On the whole, drivers are fairly conscious of people.  Taxis are also plentiful, though not dirt cheap, and all but one of the cab drivers we’ve encountered have a rudimentary knowledge of English.
People are generally very pleasant and while there is no smoking inside a restaurant, there are still plenty of places where people smoke like chimneys – outdoor cafes and in small shops. 

Pasta of all varieties is still the national dish and pizza is very popular.  Unlike our American pizza, these pizzas aren’t loaded with “stuff.”  A pizza here consists of a crust with a topping or two.  It’s large in girth, but not heavy.  And, there’s no tomato sauce on the pizza.  We’ve also encountered few dishes that liberally use garlic – a real surprise for us.  It’s been a long time since we visited Florence, Venice and Milan, so I couldn’t compare the cuisine styles with any authority.  But, so far, I’d give the cuisine in Rome a satisfactory rating, but by no means outstanding.  In all fairness, we’ve not gone to any five-star restaurants either.

