This month one of our writers, Jerry Distefano and his wife, are heading off on a "trip of a lifetime" as Jerry stated in his teaser news that follows......

"We fly to Rome next tuesday. The first two nights we will be staying in Siena, an old walled town in the heart of the Chianti country (slurp, slurp). Then back to Rome where we are meeting two friends from the USA and spending four days exploring the city of seven hills. 

We petitioned for an audience with the Pope, but he's as senile as I am. 

From there, we take the train to Naples, rent a car and drive to Salerno on the Amalfi coast for a night. Then on to Accetura, my ancestral town in Basilicata. I'll be looking for old family members and probably a whole potload of sheep. Two nights at the hotel Sanguliano and then to Sorrento. 

A night in Napoli and then boarding a ship for a 15 day cruise of the Mediterranean and Aegean seas. From Naples to Catania, Sicily , to Brindisi on Italy's east coast, to Dbrovnik in Croatia.

After that, to Athens and a multitude of Greek Isles followed by stops in old Ephesus (what was once Troy) and finally to Istanbul.

The ship is small so Ann and I have rowing duties on Mondays and Thursdays!

From Turkey we fly to London for an evening with friends and then to Paris for four days of wining and dining and perhaps a museum or two.

When we get back I'm sure we will be exhausted, stuffed to the gills and over-graped, but I am also sure we will have many tales to tell."

As Jerry emails us with his adventures on this trip we will post them for your enjoyment and information.

Jerry stated that if he gets access to photosmart printers he will email us photos as well (except for the ones of Jerry and the sheep!!!) otherwise the photos will follow when they return.

STAGE ONE OF THE TRIP

Greetings all from Siena - we made it, but we now have a new rule "Jerry does NOT get to plan the first day of travel ever again! We thought the 24 hours to Dunk Island, Australia was bad, but this beat that hands down ....... 26 hours from the USA to our hotel in Siena. Everything wnet smoothly, thank heavens, otherwise we would still be traveling.

Siena is a beautiful place, built somewhere in the 1100's or before. It is a walled city with many hills. The Taxi ride to the hotel was quite fun as they roar up and down the streets and around blind corners.

The streets are about 25 feet wide with NO sidewalks. We have what you could call a boulevard near our hotel --- about 35 feet wide.

The church here is magnificent and very old. This morning we went to the Piazza del Campo which is a huge shell shaped plaza ringed with restaurants and shops.

After a short time there we could hear the distant sound of thunder. It became louder and nearer so we decided to duck into a cafe for a glass of vino - or whatever - most likely not the whatever. It proceeded to pour, but we were tucked inside with wine and a menu so what more could we ask for.

Tomorrow we are off to Rome!

Arividerci - next chapter soon;

STAGE TWO OF THE TRIP

Greetings from Roma. We made it here after a much less strenuous train ride (it helps to have done it once before). However, carting all the luggage is definitely a pain. Fortunately we only have to take the train once more to Naples on Monday.

One thing we did learn - if a really nice looking train is sitting at the track and you climb aboard be sure to check if it says EuroStar. If it does you need a reservation. This is basically 'no problemo' because half way through the trip you find this out and at that point you have to pay an extra 16 Euros. No one checks you as you board the train so you're on your own. They don't yell at you though - - just politely tell you to cough up some more money.

Once in Rome we made it to our hotel and found that our friends had checked in 10 minutes earlier.

We went out for a walkking tour of the area and became darker and darker. Soon the skies opened and it poured ..... each couple had an umbrella but they were barely sufficient to keep us dry so we were completely soaked by the time we got back to our rooms. The rain was warm but we were really wet. After a couple of hours the rain stopped and once again it was quite nice, but we definitely seem to have hit the rainy season.

We had dinner last night at a lovely roof top restaurant (with cover) and had a fabulous meal served by the cutest little waiter guy you ever wanted to see. Dinner was pretty darn good too. I felt that we had landed in a place where the "beautiful people' of Rome frequent - -there were some interesting looking people at the restaurant, tres chic!

The following day it was off to the Vatican for a little religion (actually a lot of religion). The Vatican is huge and magnificent. Jerome wanted to go to confessions, but I told him we didn't have that much time! Besides all the priest ran away when they saw him coming.

We did not make it into the Sistine Chapel because on Saturday the lines were longer than for the rides at Disneyland plus they are only open a half-day on Saturndays.

Tomorrow it's off to the Forum and the Colliseum but this time we have engaged a private tour. Our friend, John, is gimpier than I am so we are taking the "auto route".

Speaking of John .... He is on Vioxx for an arthritic hip but somehow managed to leave his Vioxx in London. He was pretty despondent, so I offered him some of my Relafen thinking it might help ..... and he ended up having the best nights sleep he has had in quite a while.

So today we walked over to a Farmacia, handed them the generic name of my pill bottle, and they handed him 30 days worth for $25! Just like that --- how come in America we make everything so complicated???

Monday it is off to Napoli to pick up the car, and then to the Amalfi coast and eventually to Accetura where we expect to find hundreds of little "Jerry's" running around --- pray for us all!!!

STAGE THREE OF THE TRIP

Well here we are in Napoli. This is one frenzied City which makes New York look a lot like a sleepy little country village - with Rome only slightly more active.

A lot has happened since we last checked in because we have been a lot of different places that have no internet access so here goes.

Our last day in Rome we toured in a very nice Mercedes driven by 'Bruna' (a lovely Canadian born - Italian woman). 
She took us to the Coliseum, The Forum, The Spanish Steps, The Trevi Fountain, The Parthenon and a little church called 'The Mouth of the Truth'. The legend is that if you put your hand in her mouth and it isn't bitten off you are an honest person.

We all survived with our appendages intact - so I'm not sure if the legend is true or not!

This is a perfect way to tour and with Bruna's special license she could drive right up to most sites.

With less walking it makes for a much less stressful way to sightsee.

(For those who may be wondering, my leg (Ann's) has suddenly quit complaining. I told Jerry this must be what happens when an Agnostic visits the Vatican - a healing happens in hopes of making a believer out of you).

The follwing day we took off from Rome and caught the train to Naples to pick up our rental car.

We picked up the car and were on our way out of Naples with Jerry at the wheel. This is no small feat - traffic, cars, buses, trucks, motorcycles, pedestrians all go every which way whenever they feel like it. 

After we turned the car back in we realized that with all this mass confusion we had only seen one fender bender - Amazing!

After a few fits and starts and one inadvertent pass through Pompeii, we found the raod to Salerno were on our way to the Amalfi coast.

This must be where they filmed all the James Bond, Cary Grant & Audrey Hepburn movies with hairpin curve after hairpin curve. Plus streets barely wide enough for two cars, people walking along the streets since there were no sidewalks - Wild but absolutely beautiful.

We found a nice decent little hotel along the road just out of town a bit.

The scenery is spectacular and the Amalfi Coast deserves all the praise it gets with the Sun shining and the ocean a spectacular blue.

What is truly fascinating about most of Italy is the use of the land - no matter where we have been - big cities, little ones, hillside resort areas, wherever - every inch is used. wherever there is a vacant spot someone has something planted there - grapes, olive and citrus trees, vegetables and more - you name it they grow it. If it is a steep hillside they just terrace it so it can be planted.

After a leisurely breakfast in Amalfi, we started on our big adventure to Jerry's ancestral village to Accetura.

STAGE FOUR OF THE TRIP

So here we go again on the curvy roads until we get to the A3 and 477 which are fairly straight directly across Italy for about 100 miles. It is in the Basilicata region nearer the Aegean sea.

Just as we are getting really comfortable in our driving we see the sign to Accetura and we are off on another winding road into the mountains. Its about 22km of beautiful mountain scenery. 

About 16km into the drive we catch a glimpse of this incredible town perched on top of a rock with the sun glistening on it. The town was far larger than we had heard and appeared to sprout right out of the stone of the mountain.

We gradually wound our way to the town and found our hotel - which was closed!!! Two men happened to walk by and spoke a little English and told us that the Chef was at his ristorante about 2km out of town.

We chose the right way to go and found this little garden restaurant - very simple, almost empty and very dark.

We walked in and were greeted by a young man who seemed to know who were were and explained that he was Massimo II and that Massimo I was in 'repose' but that he would take care of us.

I thought he meant the poor guy was dead, and thats why the hotel was closed, but fortunately it just meant he was away on vacation.

Massimo II served us a lovely lunch and then sent us back to the hotel where Francisco was waiting to show us our rooms which were large with beautiful bathrooms and marble floors and very dark and quiet.

Gradually we realized that we were the only guests in the hotel, and with too many thoughts of Psycho I got a little nervous, but everyone else felt right at home and comfortable....so I figured I should go with the flow and just relaxed.

Jerry, of course, was all fired up to find his ancestral relatives ...... and that is the next stage of our story to follow.

STAGE FIVE OF THE TRIP

As soon as we were settled in, Jerry was off on a fast clip to see who he could talk to at the City Hall we passed on the way into town.

When we walked in we were greeted by several people, none of whom spoke much English, but through gestures and phrase books and writing down family names we did manage to communicate.

We were in the City Hall only about 20 minutes before we realize that Jerry is a cousin of two of the guys who worked there - being realted on his paternal grandmother's side of the family.

Of course there was much back-slapping and picture taking, and we promised to come back the following day.

No sooner did we hit the street when we are approached by two men - - one older - - who asks if we are 'Paradiso'? It turnsout he is realted as well!

Accetura is a very small town and news travels fast so we were the object of lots of staring every time we walked around town.

Accetura is a tightly packed town of about 2,000 people. The streets are very narrow and all stone.

apparently Accetura is a male dominated culture with very few women visible. Even in the evening when the square comes alive and the stores are open all you find are the men sitting around talking or playing cards. You might see a few children - but no women.

Massimo II took excellent care of us while we stayed at his hotel, and when we check out we pay 156 euros (about $180 USD) for two nights lodging and six meals. We paid 25 euros extra for 4 deserts and all our drinks - - and anyone who has ever drank with the Distefano bunch knows what a bargain that was!!!!

Jerry was very sad to leave Accetura, and actually thought he might want to come back and live there. I told him that if he does he would be coming alone - this is not the place for a modern woman (Ann is not the type to unseen and especially unheard).

Our next stop was a little past the town of Sorrento - more curves and more hillside coastal towns. Our hotel was near the beach.

Beauty is just part of Italy - it's everywhere.

We have arrived in Naples tonight and we board the ship tomorrow.

I'm glad we went to Accetura because it gave us a glimpse of Italy that few ever see. Accetura is a very remote town in the center of the Gallipoli National Park which is the largest forest in Europe. It feels like you stepped back in time when you are there.

our next port of call when we leave on the ship from Naples will be Sicily.

STAGE SIX OF THE TRIP

Well we escaped unscathed from Naples, nut I would not recommend anyone visit Naples. 

We were staying near the train station (which was probably not our best choice), and the hotel door was always locked so you had to ring the bell to get in!

Saturday we boarded our ship, The Minerva II (Massimo II / Minerva II - do you see a pattern going on here?) and we were delightfully pleased with the ship - nicely done.

She holds about 600 passengers, and our room was wonderful and comfortable with a nice balcony on the port side of the boat.

Last night as we sailed past Stromboli Island (which is an active volcano) we were able to watch the glow and view the almost full moon. It was really a stunning sight.

Whe we woke up this morning we had arrived in Catania, Sicily.

Our excursion today was to Taoromina in sicily. What a spectacular town situated high on a mountain top and beautifully maintained with lots of shops.

I could have spent lots of money there, but I forgot my credit card ....... How could I do that??? Of course Jerry wasn't too terribly disappointed about that though.

At this point on our trip we all agree that Sicily is at the top of our list for a return visit.

The Minerva II is a lovely ship with four different restaurants. The food is very good - some better than others - but overall the quality was superb.

Of course the ship was filled with 'fossils, and even though this trip was to celebrate the 60th birthdays of 3 of us --- we still feel incredibly young. We just have to be very careful we don't knock over one of the old coots because they aren't very stable. We determined that canes outnumber running shoes 50 to 1.

tonight we set sail for Brindisi and should dock late tomorrow morning .... so we can finally sleep in and not run off on an early morning excursion.

The ship also has a spa and exercise room ---- not for me though!

After Brindisi we are of to Croatia, and that will be in our next chapter.

STAGE 7 OF THE TRIP

Well here I am in an internet shop in the City of Durbrovnik, Croatia where we purchased an hour of time fror 30 kuna ($4.50 USD) which is quite a bargain from the ship.

Using computers in various parts of the world can be exasperating because the keyboards are different. Here is Croatia the y's are in a different spot than in the USA - I guess because y's are used more than z's so they are switched from our keybards.

Yesterday we spent in Brindis which is in the heel of Siciily. It is a fairly industrial city with a nice seaport. Our ship was quite the attraction which caused a pararde of cars and looky loos all day long.

I took a tour to Lecce which was about 40 miles from Brindisi which had severeal ancient churches and was quite interesting.

Only one problem with cities in the Mediterranean --- they all take siestas in the afternoon --- so no shops are open. This also keeps Jerry a very happy man since my shopping is kept to a minimum!

Last night we sailed to Dubrovnik (about 223Km) and arrived here at 6:30am. The moon was full and was still out glowing pink onto this small town nestled up against a hill with its stucco and red-tile roofed houses and beautiful blue sea and green trees.

To say it was breasthtaking is a vast understatement.

We had a quick breakfast and left for our city-wall walking tour. Dubrovink is a walled city surrounded by a fortification (a wall) that is 6 metres thick in some spots - 2 Km long and has hundred of steps.

I was glad we did this in the morning when it was cool as it gets quite warm in the afternoon.

The town was heavily damaged during the last recent conflict here, but they have done a wonderful job rebuilding and currently looks relatively unscathed with many new tile roofs.

Since many other tourist boats stop here I understand that Dubrovnik does NOT have a siesta time, and my credit cards are warmed up and ready so the economy of Dubrovnik is in for a boost ......and Jerry's smile is in for a downturn.

The weather overall on our trip has been a little bit of everything - some showers now and then - a few night son the bat we were entertained by lightning - very pleasant temperatures so we have never been cold - and today it is in the low 70's without a cloud in the sky - great for me and Jerry will only need one layer of extra clothing so I think we will both be happy.

We are off the Korfu in Greece tonight and the next stage of out trip.

STAGE 8 OF THE TRIP

We went from Dubrovnik to Korfu which is a lovely island and we took a bus tour around the island - stopping at verious spots to do shopping. I bought a beautiful tablecloth, some local Ouzo and local olives.

In one of the local cafes where I had the most unique and most awesome tasting delight I have ever had....."Honey Yogurt". It is plain yogurt spread with Thyme Honey on top of it. The yogurt was unbelievably smooth (like soft ice cream) but solky smooth. This will be one of those ffod experiences I will dream about forever - just like the chees cart in Chalon.

From Korfur we went to Pylos, a small fishing village on the Peloponesian coast. 

Jerry toured the Navaronni Bay war memorial. Thisis where Greece finally gained independence in 1829. Jerry stated that he loved the tour except that the excursion boat seemed less than safe because the fllor of the boat kept cracking and creaking. He survived so I guess it was stronger than he thought.

I (Ann) went to Mythone, an ancient fortification that has housed the Greeks, Venetians, the Turks, and even the Christians at various times --- and who knows who else! ---- which adds to its flavor. Greece is fascinating. The 'new' fortresses were built around 1500 so it is imposible to feel too old around here.

Today we did the Acropolis and the PArthenon. It was quite a trek to the tops, but we had a superb guide who was full of information. Even though much of it has been carried away over the years (we were told many are in the British museums).

The weather here is in the low 80's and very balmy at night.

Our ship, The Minerva II, is promarily made up of Indonesian and Russian staff and quite British in its way. The Indonesian crew entertained us one night with a native ceremony which was quite fun. 

We understand that 200 Americans are joining the ship tomight and it will be interestesting to see how that changes the dyamics on the ship.

STAGE 9 OF THE TRIP

Over the last two days we have been seeing the Greece we all envision in our minds - beautiful white-washed buildings gleaming in the sun all with brightly colored doors and shutters (many Greek Blue but also many other colors as well). It is just a stunning vision.

We werein Delos and Mykonos yesterday - Delos being a deserted island that was a thriving marketplace over 2500 years ago. It has been ruled by just about everybody except the Americans over the years (Don't tell George Bush please), but it still has an amazing amount of artifacts and building remnants. You are allowed to just wander around the island where you can see the remains of shops, houses, temples, etc..

Some of the houses were over 5,000 square feet with 2 and sometimes 3 stories - - of course now only the first floor is left. There are loads of colums, a theatre with nice marble benches with curved backs no less!

From Delos we sailed to Mykonos which is another Aegean island. Mykonos is a maze of streets with restaurants and shops everywher you looked.

Jerry was on the hunt for goat and since we were there for the evening we did a thorough search and finally found a restaurant offering goat - - both roasted and Billy (really)!, so we made reservations for eight of us and then wandered the town some more. We almost felt like we needed to leave a trail of bread crumbs to find our way back, but when it comes to food and wine this is a group that perseveres - Fortunately!

It was a fabulous meal consisting of Dolmathes, Fired Feta that was awesome, stuffed zucchini, avocado salad (with the biggest avacado I have ever seen) ---- and that was only the appetizers.

Jerry and I both had Billy Goat (they were out of raosted goat) and it was absolutely wonderful having been braised in a sumptious sauce. Everyone had something different so, as you might suspect, there was a lot of tasting going on at the table.

It ptobably goes without saying that a lot (maybe more than a lot) of local wine was also consumed. Since I'm (Ann) the only white wine drinker I got my own bottle which I took what was left back to the boat (mine - mine).

We topped the dinner off with some fantastic deserts, and can truthfuly say that this was one of the best meals of the trip so far. We ate outside and watched the passers-by - it was such a lovely evening.

Today we set sail for Santorini. The winds have kicked up so it was a little difficult loading us into the tenders to get to the quay. The ship is anchored out so it sways with the wind - making it quite a challenge for the tender driver to catch it.

Santorini is 'another' beautiful island in the Adriatic with the city perched on the top of a high hillside that falls down into the the caldron of an old volcano. You reach this point by way of a cable car that goes straight up the hillside. Of course there are other options .... you can walk (not Jerry and Ann - but you) or you could also take a burro which also doesn't sound like that much fun either.

The town is filled with shops and stunnign views. We are ready to plop ourselves down - taste a litte wine and relax until we have to catch the tender back to our ship.

Tomorrow it is on to Turkey where I know I will have to keep a sharp eye on Jerry who is gearing up to find a harem of belly dancers!

More to come soon;

Jerry and Ann (THE WANDERERS)
