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Overview

The Tirol region is so different from the rest of Austria that you might think you've crossed a border. In a way, you have. The frontier between the provinces of Salzburg and Tirol is defined by mountains; four passes make traffic possible. 

As small, relatively, as the province is, Tirol is virtually the shop window of Austria. Its very name conjures up visions of great chains of never-ending snowcapped mountains; remote, winding Alpine valleys; rushing mountain torrents; and spectacular glaciers that rise out of the depths like brilliant, icy diamonds. In winter you'll find masses of deep, sparkling powder snow; unrivalled skiing and tobogganing; and bizarre winter carnivals with grotesquely masked mummers. Come summer, you'll find picture-postcard Alpine scenery, cool mountain lakes, and rambles through forests; and throughout the year, there are villagers in lederhosen and broad-brimmed feathered hats, yodeling and zither music, and, of course, the sounds of those distinctive cowbells. 

As if the sheer physical splendour of Tirol weren't enough, the region can look back on a history filled with romance. Up to the beginning of the 16th century, Tirol was a powerful state in its own right, under a long line of counts and dukes, including personages of such varying fortunes as Friedl the Penniless and his son Sigmund the Wealthy. (On the whole, Tirolean rulers were more often wealthy than penniless.) The province reached the zenith of its power under Emperor Maximilian I (1459-1519), when Innsbruck was the seat of the Holy Roman Empire. Maximilian's tomb in Innsbruck gives ample evidence of this onetime far-reaching glory. 

Innsbruck is Tirol's treasure house -- historically, culturally, and commercially. It's also sited smack dab in the centre of the Tirolean region and makes a convenient base from which to explore. Even if you are staying at an area resort, spend a day or two in Innsbruck first: it will give you a clearer perspective on the rest of the region. 

Sights & Activities  

Innsbruck, the capital of Tirol, is one of the most beautiful towns of its size anywhere in the world, owing much of its charm and fame to its unique location. To the north, the steep, sheer sides of the Alps rise, literally from the edge of the city, like a shimmering blue-and-white wall -- an impressive backdrop for the mellowed green domes and red roofs of the Baroque town tucked below. To the south, the peaks of the Tuxer and Stubai ranges undulate in the hazy purple distance. 

Innsbruck has been an important crossroads for hundreds of years. When it was chartered in 1239, it was already a key point on the north-south highways between Germany and Italy and the east-west axis tying eastern Austria and the lands beyond to Switzerland. Today Innsbruck is the transit point for road and rail traffic between the bordering countries. 

The charming Old World aspect of Innsbruck has remained virtually intact, and includes ample evidence of its Baroque lineage. The skyline encircling the centre suffers somewhat from high-rises, but the heart, the Altstadt, or Old City, remains much as it was 400 years ago. The protective vaulted arcades along main thoroughfares, the tiny passageways giving way to noble squares, and the ornate restored houses all contribute to an unforgettable picture. 

Squeezed by the mountains and sharing the valley with the Inn River (Innsbruck means "bridge over the Inn"), the city is compact and very easy to explore on foot. Reminders of three historic figures abound: the local hero Andreas Hofer, whose band of patriots challenged Napoléon in 1809; Emperor Maximilian I (1459-1519); and Empress Maria Theresa (1717-80), the last two of whom were responsible for much of the city's architecture. Maximilian ruled the Holy Roman Empire from Innsbruck, and Maria Theresa, who was particularly fond of the city, spent a substantial amount of time here. 

Pick up a free Club Innsbruck card at your hotel for no-charge use of ski buses and reduced-charge ski-lift passes. For big savings, buy the all-inclusive Innsbruck Card, which gives you free admission to all museums, mountain cable cars, the Alpenzoo, and Schloss Ambras, plus free bus and tram transportation, including bus service to nearby Hall in Tirol. The card now includes unlimited ride-hopping onboard the big red Sightseer bus, which whisks you in air-conditioned comfort to all of the major sights, and even provides recorded commentary in English and five other languages. Cards are good for 24, 48, and 72 hours at EUR21, EUR26, and EUR31, respectively, and are available at the tourist office, on cable cars, and in larger museums. 

Salzburg

Overview

Art lovers call Salzburg the Golden City of High Baroque; historians refer to it as the Florence of the North, or the German Rome; and music lovers know it as the Festival City -- birthplace of Mozart and home of the world-famous Salzburger Festspiele (Salzburg Festival). 

The setting could not be more perfect. Salzburg lies on both banks of the Salzach River, at the point where it is pinched between two mountains, the Kapuzinerberg and the Mönchsberg. In broader view are many beautiful Alpine peaks. Man's contribution is a trove of buildings worthy of such surroundings: Beginning with Prince-Archbishop Wolf-Dietrich von Raitenau, who began his regime in the late 16th century, Salzburg's rulers pursued construction on a grand scale. Astonishingly, they all seem to have shared the same artistic bent, with the result that Salzburg's many fine buildings blend into a harmonious whole -- a cohesive flowering of Baroque architecture. 

While Salzburg is a visual pageant of Baroque motifs, music is the element that shapes the life of the city. It is heard everywhere: in churches, castles, palaces, and, of course, concert halls. Since 1920, the Salzburg Festival, which draws a crowd to the city from mid-July until the end of August, has honoured Mozart with performances of his works by the world's greatest musicians. Whether performed in the festival halls or outdoors with the opulent architecture as background, Mozart's music serves as the heartbeat of Salzburg. 

Outside of the festival season, visitors can explore other fascinating attractions, including the locations featured in The Sound of Music, filmed here in 1964. It's hard to take in the sights without imagining Maria and the von Trapp children trilling "Do-Re-Mi." Whether it's the melodies of Rodgers and Hammerstein or of Mozart filling your head, the city of Salzburg is a symphony of both sounds and sights.

Best in 1 or 3 Days 

If You Have 1 Day 

Start at the Mozartplatz, not just to make a pit stop at the main tourist information office, but to sweeten your tour with a few Salzburger Mozartkugeln from the nearby chocolate manufacturers Fürst (Brodgasse 13, at Alter Markt, on the square), the creators of these omnipresent candy balls of pistachio-flavor marzipan rolled in nougat cream and dipped in dark chocolate, which bear a miniportrait of Mozart on the wrapper. 

Flower-bedecked cafés beckon, but this is no time for a coffee -- one of the glories of Europe is just a few steps away: the palatial Residenz, home to the great Prince-Archbishops and the veritable center of Baroque Salzburg. Nearby is the Dom, Salzburg's grand 17th-century cathedral. Across the Domplatz is the Francescan church, the Franziskanerkirche). A bit to the south is the Romanesque-turned-Rococo Stiftkirche St. Peter, where, under the cliffs, you'll find the famous Petersfriedhof -- St. Peter's Cemetery, whose wrought-iron grills and Baroque vaults shelter the final resting place of Mozart's sister and much of Old Salzburg. This famed locale was re-created for the escape scene in The Sound of Music. 

After exploring St. Peter's Abbey, you're ready to take the Festungsbahn cable car (it's just behind the cathedral) up to the Fortress Hohensalzburg -- the majestic castle atop the Mönchsberg peak that overlooks the city. Enjoy a rest at the Stadt Alm restaurant, or opt for enjoying some picnic provisions in a quiet corner. Descend back to the city via the Mönchsberg express elevators, which will deposit you at Gstättengasse 13. 

Head over to the Pferdeschwemme -- the Baroque horse trough that is a somewhat bewildering tribute to the equine race -- then over to the Getreidegasse, the Old City's main shopping street. Here, posh shops set in pastel-covered town houses announce their wares through the overhanging wrought-iron scroll signs, which one writer has compared to chandeliers (there is even one for the neighborhood McDonalds). Wander around this venerable merchant's quarter -- some of the houses have hidden and enchanting courtyards set with timber-lined balconies -- then head to the most famous address in town: No. 9 Getreidegasse -- Mozarts Geburtshaus, the birthplace of Mozart. After paying your respects, head over to the nearby and charming Alter Markt square to welcome twilight with a Kaffee mit Schlag (coffee with whipped cream) at its famous Café Tomaselli. Choose from the more than 40 pastries and congratulate yourself: you may not have seen everything in Salzburg, but you've missed few of its top sights. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Spend two days exploring the city. On your third day, try one of four options: book a Sound of Music tour, then, in the afternoon, relax and take a ride up the Untersberg; or opt for a boat trip along the Salzach River south to the 17th-century Hellbrunn Palace (famous for its mischievous water fountains); or try to arrange an excursion to the picture-book towns of the Salzkammergut. Yet another idea is to walk for about two hours over the Mönchsberg, starting in the south at the Nonnberg Convent and continuing on to the Richterhöhe to enjoy the southwestern area of the city. Above the Siegmundstor, the tunnel through the mountain, there is a nice belvedere to take in a city view. But the most fascinating view is from the terrace in front of the new Museum der Moderne, which you reach after passing the old fortifications from the 15th century. Then, you can either head back to the centre of town by using the rock-face elevator or just continue on to the Bräustübl, the large beer cellar at the northern end of the hill for some of the best brews and conviviality in town.

Vienna

Overview

One of the great capitals of Europe, Vienna was for centuries home to the Habsburg rulers of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Today the empire is long gone, but many reminders of the city's imperial heyday remain, carefully preserved by the tradition-loving Viennese. When it comes to the arts, the glories of the past are particularly evergreen, thanks to the cultural legacy created by the many artistic geniuses nourished here. 

From the late 18th century on, Vienna's culture -- particularly its musical forte -- was famous throughout Europe. Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, Brahms, Strauss, Mahler, and Bruckner all lived in the city, producing music that is still played in concert halls all over the world. And at the tail end of the 19th century the city's artists and architects -- Gustav Klimt, Egon Schiele, Oskar Kokoschka, Josef Hoffmann, Otto Wagner, and Adolf Loos among them -- brought about an artistic revolution that swept away the past and set the stage for the radically experimental art of the 20th century. 

Nevertheless, Vienna is a Baroque city, and as visitors explore churches filled with statues of golden saints and pink-cheeked cherubs, wander through treasure-packed museums, or while away an afternoon in one of those multitudinous meccas of mocha (the inevitable cafés), they begin to feel lapped in lashings of rich, delicious, whipped cream -- the beloved Schlagobers that garnishes most Viennese pastries. 

The ambience of the city is ornate and frothy: white horses dancing to elegant music; snow dusting the opulent draperies of Empress Maria Theresa's monument; lavish decorations filling the interior courtyards of outwardly severe town houses; a gilded Johann Strauss among a grove of green trees; the voluptuous music of Richard Strauss; the geometric impasto of Klimt's paintings; the stately pavane of a mechanical clock. Magnificent, magnetic, and magical, the city beguiles one and all with Old World charm and courtly grace. It is a place where head waiters still bow as if saluting a Habsburg prince and Lipizzaner stallions dance intricate minuets to the strains of Mozart -- a city that waltzes. Like a well-bred grande dame, Vienna doesn't hurry, and, as you saunter through its stately streets, marvelling at its Baroque palaces, neither should you. 

Best in 1 or 3 Days 

If You Have 1 Day 

Touring Vienna in a single day is a proposition as strenuous as it is unlikely, but those with more ambition than time should first get a quick view of the lay of the city by taking a streetcar ride around the Ringstrasse, the wide boulevard that encloses the city's heart. While you're at your most energetic, hop off at the Kunsthistoriches Museum, one of the great art museums of the world. If art isn't your thing, then spend an hour or two exploring the city center, starting at Vienna's cathedral, the Stephansdom, followed by window shopping along the Graben and Kärntnerstrasse, the two main pedestrian shopping streets in the centre. 

Around noon head for the MuseumsQuartier, the huge, one of a kind, modern art complex in the city centre, for lunch in one of several trendy restaurants. If you're up to seeing more art, there's plenty here to choose from. If you want a change of pace, zip over to Schönbrunn Palace to spend the afternoon touring the magnificent royal residence and strolling through the woods and gardens. Late in the afternoon visit a Viennese institution, the Kaffeehaus, for a Melange and chocolate torte, mit Schlag, naturlich. Demel and Café Central best exemplify this happy tradition. 

If the weather is fine, there is no more relaxing way to spend the evening than at a Heuriger. It's magical to sit in the vineyards on the outskirts of the city, sipping wine under the stars. If beer is more to your liking, go to the Prater, Vienna's famous amusement park, where the outdoor beer hall, Schweizerhaus, serves up huge, frosty mugs of fresh Czech Budweiser to go along with roast chicken or Stelze. Afterward, take the kids on some rides, or go for a romantic spin in the oldest Ferris wheel in Europe, the Riesenrad, for a glorious, slow-paced, bird's-eye view of Vienna. If you're in the mood for culture and the opera is in season, spend an elegant evening at the Staatsoper, or the less expensive Volksoper. Then, if you're not too tired, go for a late night walk through the Hofburg Palace complex, straight through the Imperial Gates from the Ring to the Kohlmarkt, perhaps stopping for a nightcap at one of the outdoor cafés on the Graben before turning in. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Given three days, Day 1 can be a little less hectic, and in any case you'll want more time for the city centre. Rather than going on the do-it-yourself streetcar ride around the Ringstrasse, take an organized sightseeing tour, which will describe the highlights. Plan to spend a full afternoon at Schönbrunn Palace. 

Reserve the second day for art, tackling the exciting Kunsthistoriches Museum before lunch, and after you're refreshed, the dazzling MuseumsQuartier, which comprises several major modern art collections -- -the Leopold Museum; the Museum moderner Kunst Stiftung Ludwig (MUMOK); the temporary shows at the Kunsthalle; plus the children's ZOOM Kinder Museum; and the Architekturzentrum (Architecture Center). If your tastes tend to the grand and royal, visit instead the magnificent collection of Old Master drawings at the Albertina Museum or Prince Liechtenstein's private art collection at the Liechtenstein Museum. For a contrasting step into modern art in the afternoon -- don't miss Klimt's legendary The Kiss at Belvedere Palace. Do as the Viennese do, and fill in any gaps with stops at cafés, reserving evenings for relaxing over music or wine. 

On the third day, head for the world-famous Spanische Reitschule and watch the Lipizzaners prance through morning training. While you're in the neighborhood, view the sparkling court jewels in the Imperial Treasury, the Schatzkammer, and the glitzy Silberkammer, the museum of court silver and tableware, and take in one of Vienna's most spectacular Baroque settings, the glorious Grand Hall of the Hofbibliothek. For a total contrast, head out to the Prater amusement park in late afternoon for a ride on the giant Ferris wheel and end the day in a wine restaurant on the outskirts, perhaps in Sievering or Nussdorf.

Belgium: 
Antwerp
Brussels
Antwerp

Overview  

Antwerp today is Europe's second-largest port and has much of the zest often associated with a harbour town. But it also has an outsized influence in a very different realm: that of clothing design. Since the 1980s, Antwerp-trained fashion designers have become renowned for experimental styles paired with time-honoured workmanship. Several designers, such as Dries Van Noten and Véronique Branquinho, stay firmly rooted in the city; others have filtered into major European couture houses. On their home turf, you can experience the fascinating mix of tradition and innovation that influences their work. 

In its heyday, Antwerp (Antwerpen in Flemish, Anvers in French) played second fiddle only to Paris. Thanks to artists such as Rubens, Van Dyck, and Jordaens, it was one of Europe's leading art centres. Its printing presses produced missals for the farthest reaches of the Spanish empire. It became, and has remained, the diamond capital of the world. Its civic pride was such that the Antwerpen Sinjoren (patricians) considered themselves a cut above just about everybody else. They still do. 

Antwerp is often called the City of the Madonnas. On almost every street corner in the old section, you'll see a high niche with a protective statuette of the Virgin. People tend to think that because Belgium is linguistically split it is also religiously divided. This emphatically is not so. In fact, the Roman Catholic faith appears to be stronger and more unquestioning in Flanders than in Wallonia. 

Great prosperity came to Antwerp during the reign of Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. Born in Gent and raised in Mechelen, he made Antwerp the principal port of his vast domain. It became Europe's most important commercial centre in the 16th century, as well as a centre of the new craft of printing. The Golden Age came to an end with the abdication of Charles V in 1555. He was succeeded by Philip II of Spain, whose ardent Roman Catholicism brought him into immediate conflict with the Protestants of the Netherlands. In 1566, when Calvinist iconoclasts destroyed paintings and sculptures in churches and monasteries, Philip II responded by sending in Spanish troops. In what became known as the Spanish Fury, they sacked the town and killed thousands of citizens. 

The decline of Antwerp had already begun when its most illustrious painters, Peter Paul Rubens, Jacob Jordaens, and Anthony Van Dyck, reached the peak of their fame. Rubens's tie to the city is a genial, pervasive presence. The artist's house, his church, and the homes of his benefactors, friends, and disciples are all over the old city. His wife also seems to be everywhere, for she frequently posed as the model for his portraits of the Virgin Mary. Rubens and fellow Antwerper Van Dyck both dabbled in diplomacy and were knighted by the English monarch. Jordaens, less widely known, stayed close to Antwerp all his life. 

The Treaty of Munster in 1648, which concluded the Thirty Years' War, further weakened Antwerp's position, for the river Scheldt was closed to shipping -- it was not to be active again until 1863, when a treaty obliged the Dutch, who controlled the estuary, to reopen it. 

The huge and splendid railway station, built at the close of the 19th century, remains a fitting monument to Antwerp's second age of prosperity, during which it hosted universal expositions in 1885 and 1894. In World War I, Antwerp held off German invaders long enough for the Belgian army to regroup south of the IJzer. In World War II, the Germans trained many V-1 flying bombs and V-2 rockets on the city, where Allied troops were debarking for the final push. 

Best of Antwerp in 1 to 3 Days 

If You Have 1 Day 

Head straight for the Grote Markt, the heart of Antwerp's Oude Stad and a tribute to Flanders's Golden Age with its elaborate town hall and guild houses. The nearby Onze-Lieve-Vrouwekathedraal is Antwerp's finest cathedral, remarkable for not only its late Gothic architecture but also its art, including four Rubens altarpieces. Wander the narrow streets of the Oude Stad, window-shopping and perhaps sampling some local beer along with a lunch of the ubiquitous mussels and french fries. Then head to Rubenshuis to see a faithful and rich re-creation of the famous painter's own house and studio, filled with some of his finest works. Afterwards, make a trip to see the Bruegels at the Museum Mayer Van den Bergh. 

Next stop is the Plantin-Moretus Museum, the home and printing plant of a publishing dynasty that spanned three centuries. The 16th-century building is a delight for history buffs, art lovers, and bibliophiles alike. The museum overlooks a tranquil square, just the place for a restful café visit at day's end. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Follow the suggestions above for Day 1. On Day 2, start with a walk along the river Scheldt to appreciate Antwerp's centuries-long tradition as a major European port. If you've made an early start, you could take a boat tour to see the modern, working harbour. The 9th-century Steen fortress now houses a maritime museum. Absorb a sense of the city's religious history by visiting some of its churches, including Sint-Pauluskerk with its vast art collection, Sint-Jacobskerk, where Rubens is buried, and Sint-Andrieskerk, which has a spectacular 19th-century pulpit. The Baroque Sint-Carolus Borromeus is another highlight bearing Rubens's mark. 

Take a break from history with a trip to the Zoo Antwerpen to see its Egyptian temple as well as the animals. Or visit Aquatopia, Antwerp's newest attraction, offering a journey into the mystical underwater world. Indulge your covetous streak with a trip to the Diamantwijk and the Provinciaal Diamantmuseum. If it's peace and quiet you're after, head to the Begijnhof, an almost hidden 13th-century convent. 

On your last day, use the morning to take advantage of Antwerp's ranking as a key European fashion centre. First hit the Mode Museum, then window-shop along the smaller streets radiating off the Meir. Those who love antiques and rare books should head for the Oude Stad as well as Oever, a street near the Plantin-Moretus Museum. Rent a bike for the afternoon and venture southeast of the city to marvel at the gorgeous Art Nouveau buildings at Cogels Osylei. After that, head south to greener areas and stop at the Openluchtmuseum Middelheim for a welcome break to enjoy the sculptures in this open-air museum. Finish with dinner and a nightcap in the chic Het Zuid neighborhood.

Brussels

Overview  

Brussels' vibrant, cosmopolitan atmosphere and multicultural beat make it much more than simply the administrative hub of Europe. For all its world-class restaurants, architecture, and art, though, the city keeps a relatively low profile, so you'll have the breathing room to relish its landmarks, cobbled streets, and beautiful parks. 

At the end of the 19th century, Brussels was one of the liveliest cities in Europe, known for its splendid cafés and graceful Art Nouveau architecture. That gaiety, however, was stamped out by German occupation during the First and Second World Wars. Still, the city made a comeback little more than a decade later, its reemergence on the international scene heralded by the World's Fair and the Universal Exposition of 1958. It became the European Economic Community's headquarters that same year, a precursor to its hosting of the EU's administrative and political arms. 

As a by-product of Europe's increasing integration, international business has invaded the city in a big way since the 1960s. The result: city blocks of steel-and-glass office buildings set only a few steps from cobbled-street neighborhoods featuring hallmarks of the city's eventful past. Over the centuries, Brussels has been shaped by the different cultures of the foreign powers that have ruled it. It has learned the art of accommodating them and, in the process, prepared itself for its role as the political capital of Europe. In 1989 the Brussels region became autonomous, on a par with Flanders and Wallonia. The city is technically bilingual, though French is the dominant language. Now, diversity is the capital's greatest strength; one-third of the city's million-strong population are non-Belgians, and you're as likely to hear Arabic or Swedish spoken on the streets as French or Flemish. 

Best of Brussels in 1 to 3 Days 

If You Have 1 Day 

Head for the Grand'Place to drink in the gilded splendor of its medieval buildings. Wander the narrow, cobbled lanes surrounding the square and visit the graceful, arcaded Galeries St-Hubert, an elegant 19th-century shopping gallery. Head down rue de l'Etuve to see the Manneken Pis, the statue of the little boy who according to legend saved Brussels by urinating to extinguish a fire. Walk to the place du Grand Sablon to window-shop at its many fine antiques stores and galleries. 

If it's a weekend, enjoy the outdoor antiques market. Have lunch in one of the cafés lining the perimeter, and don't forget to buy chocolates at one of the top chocolatiers on the square. Then cross over rue de la Régence to see the place du Petit Sablon before walking down the street to the Musée d'Art Moderne and the Musée d'Art Ancien to view collections ranging from the Surrealism of Belgian artist René Magritte to the delicately wrought details of Pieter Bruegel the Elder's The Fall of Icarus. Pick out a restaurant on the fashionable rue Antoine Dansaert for dinner. Finally, return to the Grand'Place to cap off the evening with a drink at one of the cafés to see the shimmer of the golden facades under the glow of lights. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Kick off your stay with the exploration outlined above. On your second day, start at the Parc de Bruxelles, a formal urban park that originated as a game park. Cross the street to the elegant place Royale and the adjoining square, the place du Musée, punctuated with a Calder sculpture. Take time to visit the nearby Musée des Instruments de Musique, which houses one of Europe's finest collections of musical instruments. Hop a tram to avenue Louise in Ixelles, one of Brussels' liveliest neighborhoods. Walk down rue Paul-Émile Janson, stopping to look at No. 6, considered one of architect Victor Horta's finest Art Nouveau works. Check out the shops on rue du Bailli, an eclectic mixture of trendy boutiques, old-fashioned bakeries, and antiques shops, before continuing on to place du Chatelain for lunch. 

After lunch, visit architect Horta's own house, now the Musée Horta, on rue Américaine. If you crave more art and architecture, go to the Musée David-et-Alice-Van-Buuren, a 1930s Art Deco masterpiece that also features a fine collection of old master paintings, including one of three versions of Bruegel's The Fall of Icarus. If you're in the mood for lighter entertainment, head towards the Gare du Midi and visit the Musée de la Gueuze to see how Lambic beer is brewed the old-fashioned way. Enjoy a tasting at the museum, and maybe go on to a café to compare the taste to that of the commercially brewed versions. For dinner head to place Ste-Catherine for a feast of Belgian seafood specialties. Later, check out the many cafés and bars that crowd the narrow streets around the Bourse. 

On Day 3, take the metro to Schuman, walk past the cluster of modern buildings that house various functions of the EU as you head up through Parc Cinquantenaire. Visit the Autoworld museum, which houses a fantastic collection of vintage cars. Head up avenue Tervuren to catch a tram to Tervuren and the Koninklijk Museum voor Midden Afrika/Musée Royal de l'Afrique Centrale, a legacy of Belgium's role in the Congo, including objects and memorabilia from explorers. Relax in the surrounding park before heading back into town for another fine dinner. Another option would be to visit some of the famous sights and towns on the border of Brussels. First on the list is Waterloo, the battlefield that changed the course of European history, where you can explore the Musée Wellington, the Butte de Lion, and the Champ de Bataille field. Next, head for Gaasbeek, where you'll find the Gaasbeek Château and scenery straight out of a Bruegel painting.

Czech Republic: 
Prague
Prague

Overview

In the years since November 17, 1989, when Prague's students took to the streets to help bring down the 40-year-old Communist regime, the "hundred-spired city" has enjoyed an exhilarating cultural renaissance. Amid Prague's cobblestone streets and gold-tip spires, new galleries, cafés, and clubs teem with young Czechs (the middle-aged are generally too busy trying to make a living) and members of the city's colony of "expatriates." New shops and, perhaps most noticeably, scads of new restaurants have opened, expanding the city's culinary reach far beyond the traditional roast pork and dumplings. Many have something to learn in the way of presentation and service, but Praguers still marvel at a variety that was unthinkable not so many years ago. 

The arts and theatre are also thriving in the "new" Prague. Young playwrights, some writing in English, regularly stage their own works. Weekly poetry readings are standing room only. Classical music maintains its famous standards, while rock, jazz, and dance clubs are jammed nightly. The arts of the new era -- nonverbal theatre, "installation" art, world music -- are as trendy in Prague as in any European capital, but possess a distinctive Czech flavor. 

All of this frenetic activity plays well against a stunning backdrop of towering churches and centuries-old bridges and alleyways. Prague achieved much of its present glory in the 14th century, during the long reign of Charles IV, king of Bohemia and Moravia and Holy Roman Emperor. It was Charles who established a university in the city and laid out the New Town, charting Prague's growth. 

During the 15th century, the city's development was hampered by the Hussite Wars, a series of crusades launched by the Holy Roman Empire to subdue the fiercely independent Czech noblemen. The Czechs were eventually defeated in 1620 at the Battle of White Mountain (Bílá Hora) near Prague and were ruled by the Hapsburg family for the next 300 years. Under the Hapsburgs, Prague became a German-speaking city (indeed, the river Vltava, which cuts thorugh Prague, is today still known by its German name, Moldau) and an important administrative centre, but it was forced to play second fiddle to the monarchy's capital, Vienna. Much of the Lesser Quarter, on the left bank of the Vltava, was built up at this time, becoming home to Austrian nobility and its Baroque tastes. 

Prague regained its status as a national capital in 1918, with the creation of the modern Czechoslovak state, and quickly asserted itself in the interwar period as a vital cultural center. Although the city escaped World War II essentially intact -- a minor miracle since the country is bordered by Germany to the west and Poland to the east -- Czechoslovakia fell under the political and cultural domination of the Soviet Union until the 1989 popular uprisings. The election of dissident playwright Václav Havel to the post of national president set the stage for the city's renaissance, which has since proceeded at a dizzying, quite Bohemian rate. 

Sights & Activities 

The spine of Prague is the River Vltava, which runs from south to north through the city. The original five independent towns are today Prague's main historic districts: Hradcany (Castle Area), Malá Strana (Lesser Quarter), Staré Mesto (Old Town), Nové Mesto (New Town), and Josefov (the Jewish Quarter). 

Hradcany, the seat of Czech royalty for hundreds of years, has as its center the Prazský hrad (Prague Castle), which overlooks the city -- it's at its mysterious best in early morning and late evening. Steps lead down from Hradcany to the Lesser Quarter, an area dense with ornate mansions built by 17th- and 18th-century nobility. 

Karluv most (Charles Bridge) connects the Lesser Quarter with the Old Town. Bustling Old Town Square is busy year round -- be there just before the hour if you want to see the bizarre astronomical clock in action. Charles Bridge and the Lesser Quarter are best in the evening, when the softer light hides the crumbling facades. 

To the north, the diminutive Jewish Quarter fans out around the wide avenue called Parízská. It's one of the most popular visitor destinations in Prague, especially in the height of summer, when its tiny streets are jammed. 

New Town, a highly commercial area south of Old Town, includes the city's largest square, Karlovo námestí (Charles Square). Vinohrady, a once-fashionable residential area, is bordered by the crumbling neighborhoods of Zizkov and Nusle. Farther afield, the Communist-era housing projects begin their unsightly sprawl. 

Cyprus
Overview

The Mediterranean island of Cyprus was once a centre for the cult of the Greek goddess Aphrodite. Wooded and mountainous, with a 648-km (403-mi) coastline, Cyprus lies just off the southern coast of Turkey. The climate is ideal: summers are hot and dry, springs gentle. Winter snow in the Troodos Mountains permits skiing in the morning and sunbathing on a beach in the afternoon. 

Cyprus's strategic position in the eastern Mediterranean has made it subject to regular invasions by powerful empires. Greeks, Phoenicians, Assyrians, Egyptians, Persians, Romans, and Byzantines -- all have ruled here. In 1191, Richard the Lion-Heart, leader of the Third Crusade, took possession of Cyprus. A year later, he sold Cyprus to the Knights Templar, who resold it to Guy de Lusignan, the deposed King of Jerusalem. Guy's descendants ruled the island until the late 15th century, when it was annexed by Venetians. From the 16th century through the 19th century it was ruled by Turks. It became a British colony in 1914. 

The upheavals are not over. Following independence in 1960, the island became the focus of contention among Greeks and Turks. Currently some 83.9% of the population is Greek and 12% Turkish. Since 1974 Cyprus has been divided by a thin buffer zone -- occupied by United Nations (UN) forces -- between the Turkish Cypriot north and the Greek Cypriot south. The zone cuts through the capital city of Nicosia. For years, high-level talks have aimed at uniting the communities into one bizonal federal state, but so far the talks have produced no results. Both communities have comfortable tourist facilities, but entry through the northern part, recognized only by Turkey, makes access to the south impossible.

Sights & Activities 

Vestiges of the diverse cultures that have ruled here dot the island. Indeed, fortifications built by Crusaders and Venetians abound. The tomb of the prophet Muhammad's aunt (Hala Sultan Tekke), on the shore of the great salt lake, is one of Islam's most important shrines. A piece of the true cross is said to be kept in the monastery of Stavrovouni, and Paphos holds remains of a pillar to which St. Paul was allegedly tied when he was beaten for preaching Christianity. 

The island's mountains and coastline make it possible to ski or hike in the morning (depending on the season) and sunbathe on a beach in the afternoon.

Denmark: 
Copenhagen
Copenhagen

Overview

Europeans love Copenhagen, and judging from the number of other international visitors, the Danish capital is on many must-see lists. And why not? Copenhagen is cool, literally and figuratively. Restaurants in all price ranges are plentiful; it's extremely safe and walkable; history blends effortlessly with modernity; and locals are naturally friendly, maybe because they're so happy to be residents of such a liveable city. 

This is Scandinavia's largest city (population 1.5 million), incorporating the easternmost reaches of Zealand and the northern part of adjacent Amager island. For almost 600 years Copenhagen has been the seat of the oldest kingdom in the world, and grandeur finds its expression in the city's royal residences. Glancing over the skyline, you'll see towers and turrets, domes and decks, all glinting in the northern sun. 

If coziness is a Danish trait, then Copenhagen is most certainly Danish. Bicycles roll alongside cars in the narrow streets, and a handful of skyscrapers are tucked away amid cafés, canals, and quaint old homes. But don't let the low-slung skyline fool you: downtown Copenhagen is a sophisticated cultural hub with a wealth of attractions. Strøget, Copenhagen's main pedestrian shopping avenue, packs in the best in Danish design from furniture to flatware; street performers, sidewalk cafés, and pastry shops beckon outdoors. There are minor irritants: smoking is still allowed in every bar and virtually every restaurant (unless forbidden by the chef); taxis and liquor can be terribly expensive by North American standards; and place names will not sound the way that they are spelled. 

This is a youthful city, where all ages seem to truly enjoy the best Copenhagen can offer. Certainly the best-known attraction is Tivoli Gardens, a bewitching blend of blooming gardens, funfair rides, pantomime theatre, stylish restaurants, and concerts. There aren't too many capital cities that can lay claim to a similar venue in the heart of the metropolis. 

Best of Copenhagen in 3 to 7 Days 

When you arrive in Copenhagen, get settled in your hotel, turn in for a good night's sleep, and get yourself ready for some serious walking. Copenhagen maps out perfectly for the pedestrian, with nearly all the main attractions less than a half-hour's walk from Christiansborg Slot, at the centre of downtown. If you're in town for an extended visit or would rather save your legs, the subway, bus, and suburban S-train networks can take you wherever you want to go. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Begin your first day at Rådhus Pladsen (City Hall Square) and follow Strøget, a pedestrian-only avenue, toward Nyhavn. Leave Strøget briefly at Amagertorv to visit the parliament building, Christiansborg; then, return to Strøget and make your way to the waterfront, all the while training an occasional glance at the shop windows in case anything catches your eye. Nyhavn is a good place to rest and refuel. You could take this opportunity to sample a classic Danish lunch of smørrebrød washed down with beer and snaps (schnapps). After lunch, head up to the royal palace of Amalienborg and take some time to explore the Bredgade area and find your way back to your hotel. If the weather is nice, the evening can be spent in Tivoli, but have your dinner outside the park to avoid the exorbitant prices. Early on the second day, take a boat excursion to see the city and its famed Den Lille Havfrue (The Little Mermaid) statue from the harbour. If you would prefer to get off and take pictures at the statue, make sure to take a DFDS Seaways sightseeing boat. In the afternoon, cross the inner harbour to the neighborhood of Christianshavn for a stroll along its canals toward Vor Frelsers Kirken (Church of Our Savior), where you can have a great aerial view of Copenhagen from the unique spire. This route leads you past the alternative compound of Christiania -- settled by hippies in the 1970s -- and beyond to the exclusive neighborhood of Holmen. The third day of your stay ought to be spent exploring the outlying Vesterbro neighborhood, with its cafés and shops. For art-lovers, the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek would make a good several-hour detour on the way down Vesterbrogade. 

If You Have 7 Days 

Spend the first three days of your week as outlined above. The fourth and fifth days of your itinerary should be used to visit a few more of Copenhagen's fine museums. Among the best remaining are Rosenborg Slot and the Dansk Design Centre, neither of which should be missed. A morning visit to Rosenborg Slot can be followed by an afternoon tour of the botanical gardens and a dinner in Nørrebro. Alternatively, you could head north from the castle and while away the afternoon along the paths and moats of Churchill Park, grabbing your evening meal in Østerbro. The final two days should be spent on day trips outside of the city proper. A day in Charlottenlund should begin with the astounding French impressionism collection at the Ordrupgaard, which can be followed with a snack at the adjacent café and a few hours at the town's pleasant beach, which is considerably less crowded during the week. Use the final day to skip town again for the verdant Deer Park in Klampenborg, or the seaside town of Dragør.

England: 
Bath & Cotswolds
East Anglia with Cambridge
Lake District
London
Shakespeare Country
Thames Valley with Oxford
Cotswolds

Overview

The rolling uplands of the Cotswold Hills represent the quintessence of rural England, as immortalized in countless books, paintings, and films. This blissfully unspoiled region occupies much of the county of Gloucestershire, in west-central England, with slices of neighbouring Oxfordshire, Worcestershire, and Somerset. Together these make up a sweep of land stretching from Shakespeare Country in the north almost as far as the Bristol Channel in the south. 

The area is edged by a trio of historic towns that have absorbed, rather than compromised, the flavour of the Cotswolds: Bath, among the most alluring small cities in Europe, offering up "18th-century England in all its urban glory," to use a phrase by writer Nigel Nicolson; Regency-era Cheltenham -- like Bath, a spa town with remarkably elegant architecture; and Gloucester, which holds an outstanding medieval cathedral and gives access to the ancient Forest of Dean, on the western edge of the area. 

Bath rightly boasts of being the best-planned town in England. Although the city was founded by the Romans when they discovered here the only true hot springs in England, its popularity during the 17th and 18th centuries ensured its aesthetic immortality. Bath's fashionable period luckily coincided with one of Britain's most creative architectural eras, producing a quite remarkable urban phenomenon -- money available to create virtually an entire town of stylish buildings. The city powers have been wise enough to make sure that Bath is kept spruce and welcoming. In the past, Thomas Gainsborough, Lord Nelson, and Queen Victoria traveled here to sip the waters, which Charles Dickens described as tasting like "warm flatirons." Today some people come to walk in the footsteps of Jane Austen and take tea and scones with clotted cream. 

North of Bath are the Cotswolds -- a region that more than one writer has called the very soul of England. Is it the sun, or the soil? The pretty-as-a-picture villages with the perfectly clipped hedges? The mellow, centuries-old, stone-built cottages festooned with honeysuckle? Whatever the reason, this idyllic region, which from medieval times grew prosperous on the wool trade, remains a vision of rural England. Here are time-defying churches, sleepy hamlets, and ancient farmsteads so sequestered that they seem to offer everyone the thrill of personal discovery. Hidden in sheltered valleys are fabled abodes -- Sudeley Castle, Stanway House, and Snowshill Manor among them. 

The Cotswolds can hardly claim to be undiscovered, but, happily, the area's poetic appeal has a way of surviving the tour buses, crowds, and antiques shops that sometimes pierce its timeless tranquillity. Here you can taste the glories of the old English village -- its stone slate roofs, low-ceiling rooms, and gardens meticulously built on a gentle slope; its atmosphere is as thick as honey, and equally as sweet. 

Best in 3 to 7 Days Itinerary 

You can get a taste of Bath and the Cotswolds in three days, and a weeklong visit will give you plenty of time to wander this relatively small region. Bath is a useful place to start or finish, not far off the M4 motorway on the A46. The cities of Gloucester and Cheltenham also hold many attractions. Once you are outside the towns, the Cotswold Hills should be relished on a slow schedule, to allow you time to smell the roses and appreciate the moon-daisies. 

If You Have 3 Days 

A day in Bath will enable you to tour the Roman Baths, followed by a whirl around Bath Abbey. In the afternoon, stroll along the river or canal, view the ceramics and silverware in the Holburne Museum, and then cross town to the Royal Crescent for a promenade. 

Spend the night here, heading out early for Cheltenham, whose Regency architecture and fashionable shops will occupy a morning. After lunch, drive northeast on B4632 through Winchcombe, near which are historic Sudeley Castle and treasure-filled Snowshill Manor, both with gardens worth a look. A stop in Broadway will allow you to sample its prettiness, or you can press on to that Cotswold showpiece, Chipping Campden. 

Now head south on the A429 through the classic Cotswold villages of Moreton-in-Marsh and Stow-on-the-Wold, where cottage pubs are sandwiched between antiques shops. Nearby, don't miss the smaller places such as Lower and Upper Slaughter. For your final afternoon, head westward on A436 to Gloucester, with its restored docks and the National Waterways Museum. 

If You Have 7 Days 

Two days in Bath will give you time to explore this Georgian treasure, even browsing its antiques shops and sampling the services of the Thermae Bath Spa. Outside Bath, make sure you see Castle Combe, "the prettiest village in England," or Lacock. On your third day, head north to swank Cheltenham and walk its Regency-era terraces and promenades. 

Overnight there, then start out on a circuit of the best of the Cotswold villages and countryside; Cheltenham's tourist office has useful information. Driving north out of Cheltenham, take a look at Winchcombe and explore the impressive grounds of Sudeley Castle and Stanway House (the latter has limited hours). Nearby Snowshill Manor, in an unspoiled village, has a terraced garden. The popular Cotswold center of Broadway lies a couple of miles to the north, on A44. 

Spend your fourth night in that Cotswold gem, Chipping Campden, from which it is an easy drive to the rare shrubs and "garden rooms" of Hidcote Manor Garden. From here, head south, through a pair of Cotswold towns, Moreton-in-Marsh and Stow-on-the-Wold, both deserving a leisurely wander. Four miles east of these towns, Jacobean Chastleton House is something of a time warp, or you might ramble around the ancient Rollright Stones, a few miles farther east. South of Stow, kids may enjoy the museum attractions of Bourton-on-the-Water and Northleach. 

Chedworth Roman Villa recalls the area's importance in Roman times -- nearby Cirencester was Corinium, an important provincial capital. Pick a rural retreat for your fifth night, perhaps in the country around Lower and Upper Slaughter. In the morning, an outing eastward might take in idyllic Bibury and the wool town of Burford. Driving west from Cirencester on A417, make your farewells to the Cotswolds in the model village of Owlpen, immaculate Painswick, and the market town of Tetbury. 

Gloucester presents an urban contrast to the rustic tone of your last few days. Spend your final day either south of here, exploring medieval Berkeley Castle and the celebrated Slimbridge Wildfowl & Wetland Trust, or else west, toward the Wye Valley and Wales, to take a gentle hike through the ancient Forest of Dean, with an overnight in Coleford. Visit the Dean Heritage Centre at Soudley and then put on your walking shoes. If you have children along, the nearby Clearwell Caves can be special fun.

East Anglia

Overview

This area has been home to some of Britain's greatest thinkers, artists, and poets. John Milton, Francis Bacon, Sir Isaac Newton, Lord Byron, William Thackeray, and Alfred, Lord Tennyson were educated at Cambridge University, one of the world's most important centers of learning and arguably the world's most attractive university town. 

Here, Oliver Cromwell groomed his Roundhead troops, and Tom Paine, the man who wrote "These are the times that try men's souls," developed his revolutionary ideas. Here, John Constable painted The Hay Wain, along with luscious landscapes of the Stour Valley, and Thomas Gainsborough achieved eminence as England's most elegant portraitist. If East Anglia has remained rural to a large extent, its harvest of legendary minds has been just as impressive as its agricultural crops. 

Despite its easy access from London, East Anglia remains relatively unfamiliar to visitors, with the notable exception of Cambridge and, to a lesser degree, North Norfolk, where the unspoiled villages have become fashionable. It was a region of major importance in ancient times, as evidenced by the Roman settlements at Colchester and Lincoln; and during the medieval era, when trade in wool with the Netherlands made East Anglian towns strong and independent. But with the lack of main thoroughfares and canals, the Industrial Revolution mercifully passed East Anglia by. 

As a result of being a historical backwater, the region is enormously rich in quiet villages, presided over by ancient churches, tiny settlements in the midst of otherwise deserted fenland (lowlands), and manor houses surrounded by moats. Few parts of Britain can claim so many stately churches and half-timber houses. The towns are more like large villages; even the largest city, Norwich, has a population of only about 130,000. 

If you find the region's mostly quiet, flat spaces dull, you need travel only a few miles to reach the bright lights: four splendid stately houses -- Holkham Hall, Blickling Hall, Houghton Hall, and Her Majesty's own Sandringham. There are incomparable cathedrals, at Ely and Lincoln particularly, and the "finest flower of Gothic in Europe," King's College Chapel in Cambridge. These are the superlatives of East Anglia. But half the attraction of the region lies in its subtle landscapes, where the beauties of rural England appear at their enduring best. To rush in search of one or two highlights is to miss these qualities, which only leisurely journeys along the byways can reveal. 

Best in 3 Days Itinerary 

East Anglia's reputation for being flat and featureless is mostly undeserved. But although the lowland marsh country in the west, the fens, may yield more vegetables than it does tourist attractions, you need more than a few days to soak up the medieval atmosphere of Norfolk, Suffolk, and the unspoiled coastal villages -- including time to linger in a pub over a pint of locally brewed beer. On a three-day trip, it's best to concentrate on one area, probably Cambridge and its surroundings, rather than try to cover the distances separating major sights and towns. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Cambridge- is easy to visit even as a day trip from London -- too easy, some say, to judge by the huge number of visitors year-round. It's also the best base from which to explore a bit of East Anglia. Explore some of the ancient university buildings, stroll along the Backs, or punt down the River Cam to Grantchester. 

The next day, head for Ely and spend a few hours exploring the medieval town and its majestic cathedral before moving on to Bury St. Edmunds, a town with graceful Georgian streets. Spend the third day exploring the medieval Suffolk wool towns of Sudbury, Long Melford, and Lavenham before returning to Cambridge. 

Best in 8 Days Itinerary 

Start from Cambridge- and take in the medieval sights on your first day. Spend the night and then head out to Saffron Walden and northeast, overnighting in Bury St. Edmunds. Explore the town the next day, making time to visit the Abbey Ruins and Botanical Gardens, and then head south through Long Melford, Lavenham, and Sudbury (with a quick stopover to see Gainsborough's House) to Colchester, the traditional base for exploring Constable Country. 

The next day, head for Constable's Dedham, then take the B1084 to Orford, a tiny village with a Norman church and castle and traditional smokehouses for preparing fish. Spend the next day exploring Sutton Hoo near Woodbridge or Aldeburgh; you may also want to visit Southwold, a seaside town where time seems to have stood still. Travel to Norwich and visit its cathedral and medieval alleys. The extensive journey northwest to Lincoln, where you can spend your sixth night, takes you through flat fenland. 

En route, you can visit King's Lynn or detour north toward the coast to visit one or two spectacular stately homes, such as Blickling Hall, Holkham Hall in Wells-next-the-Sea, Sandringham House, and Houghton Hall. Lincoln is worthy of a day's exploration: on the way back to Cambridge the next day, opt to stop either at Ely, to see its great cathedral, or at Stamford to visit Burghley House, an Elizabethan extravaganza.

Lake District

Overview  

Perhaps it is only natural that an area so blessed with natural beauty should have become linked with so many prominent figures in English literature. It all may have started on April 15, 1802, when William Wordsworth and his sister, Dorothy, were walking in the woods of Gowbarrow Park just above Aira Force, and Dorothy noted in her journal that she had never seen "daffodils so beautiful." 

Two years later Wordsworth was inspired by his sister's words to write one of the best-known lyric poems in English, "I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud." In turn, other English Romantic poets came to the region and were inspired by its beauty. Besides Wordsworth, literary figures who made their homes in the Lake District include Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Thomas De Quincey, Robert Southey, John Ruskin, Matthew Arnold, and later, Hugh Walpole, and the children's writers Arthur Ransome and Beatrix Potter. 

The Lake District is a contour map come to life, a stunning natural park beloved by outdoor enthusiasts. It covers an area of approximately 885 square mi and holds 16 major lakes and countless smaller stretches of water. You can cross it by car in about an hour, though that would be a shame. The mountains are not high by international standards -- Scafell Pike, England's highest peak, is only 3,210 feet above sea level -- but they can be tricky to climb, especially in inclement weather. 

This area can be one of Britain's most appealing reservoirs of calm, although its calm is shattered in summer. A lakeside town, however appealing, loses its charm when cars and tour buses clog its narrow streets. Similarly, the walks and hiking trails that crisscross the region seem less inviting when you share them with a crowd that churns the grass into a quagmire. 

Some basic terminology will help in "Lakeland," as the area is also known: if someone gives you directions to walk along the "beck" to the "force" and then climb the "fell" to the "tarn, " you've just been told to hike along the stream or river (beck) to the waterfall (force) before climbing the hill or mountain (fell) to reach a small mountain lake (tarn). Moreover, town or place names in the Lake District can also refer to the lake on which the town or place stands. Windermere village is on the lake of that name, for example. And to confuse matters, locals would never say Lake Windermere but just Windermere, since "mere" means "lake" in Old English. 

Off-season visits can be a real treat. All those little inns and bed-and-breakfasts that turn away crowds in summer are eager for business the rest of the year (and their rates drop accordingly). It's not an easy task to avail yourself of a succession of sunny days in the Lake District -- some malicious statisticians allot to it about 250 rainy days a year -- but when the sun breaks through and brightens the surfaces of the lakes, it is an away-from-it-all place to remember. 

Best in 3 Days Itinerary 

If you must tour both south and north lakes together in a short time, start in Kendal. After you've looked around the market town, move on to Windermere and Bowness-on-Windermere, where you spend the first night. You can take a boat trip on the lake that afternoon up to Ambleside. 

Next day, cross Windermere by ferry, and drive through Hawkshead and Coniston to rural Elterwater, where you can have lunch in one of the fine walkers' inns thereabouts. Spend the afternoon in Grasmere and nearby Rydal touring the sites associated with Wordsworth, such as Rydal Mount and Dove Cottage. 

Your second night is in Keswick, and on the third day, you can loop around Derwentwater through Borrowdale and isolated Seatoller to Cockermouth, Wordsworth's birthplace. From there it's an easy drive east to the market town of Penrith and the M6 motorway, or north to Carlisle.

Best in 5 Days Itinerary 

Kendal, in the southern part of the Lake District, marks the starting point, followed by a drive to Windermere and Bowness-on-Windermere and a cruise on the lake that afternoon up to Ambleside. The next morning you can mosey around the shops and museums in Bowness before venturing on to the Lake District National Park Visitor Centre at Brockhole. 

In the afternoon, cross Windermere by ferry, stopping in Hawkshead and Coniston, before ending up at Elterwater. This is a splendid place to spend the night in peaceful rural surroundings, and you can take in one of the local walks the next morning. Lunch and your overnight can be in Grasmere, just a short distance away, giving you plenty of opportunity to explore that lovely village. From Grasmere, Keswick is the next overnight stop, allowing you to make a day trip into the gorgeous Borrowdale Valley and perhaps take a boat trip on Derwentwater. On the final day, you can see Cockermouth and Penrith.

London

Overview  

London is an ancient city whose history greets you at every turn. To gain a sense of its continuity, stand on Waterloo Bridge at sunset. To the east, the great globe of St. Paul's Cathedral glows golden in the fading sunlight as it has since the 17th century, still majestic amid the modern towers of glass and steel that hem it in. To the west stand the mock-medieval ramparts of Westminster, home to the "Mother of Parliaments," which has met here or hereabouts since the 1250s. Past them both snakes the swift, dark Thames, following the same course as when it flowed past the Roman settlement of Londinium nearly 2,000 years ago. If the city contained only its famous landmarks -- the Tower of London, Big Ben, Westminster Abbey, Buckingham Palace -- it would still rank as one of the world's top cities. But London is so much more. 

For much of its history, innumerable epigrams and observations have been directed at London by enthusiasts and detractors. The great 18th-century author and wit Samuel Johnson said that a man who is tired of London is tired of life. Oliver Wendell Holmes said, "No person can be said to know London. The most that anyone can claim is that he knows something of it." In short, the capital of Great Britain is simply one of the most interesting cities on earth. There's no other place like it in its agglomeration of architectural sins and sudden intervention of almost rural sights, in its medley of styles, in its mixture of the green loveliness of parks and the modern gleam of neon. Thankfully, the old London of Queen Anne and Georgian architecture can still be discovered under the hasty routine of later additions. 

A city that loves to be explored, London beckons with great museums, royal pageantry, and history-steeped houses. Discovering it takes a bit of work, however. Modern-day London largely reflects its medieval layout, a wilfully difficult tangle of streets. This swirl of spaghetti will be totally confusing to anyone brought up on the rigidity of a grid system. Even Londoners, most of whom own a dog-eared copy of an indispensable A-Z street finder, get lost in their own city. But the bewildering street patterns will be a plus for anyone who likes to get lost in atmosphere. London is a walker's city and will repay every moment you spend exploring on foot. If you want to penetrate beyond the crust of popular knowledge, you are well advised not only to visit St. Paul's Cathedral and the Tower of London, but also to set aside some time for random wandering. Walk in the city's backstreets and mews, around Park Lane and Kensington. Pass up Buckingham Palace for Kensington Palace. Take in the National Gallery, but don't forget London's "time machine" museums, such as the 19th-century homes of Lord Frederic Leighton and Sir John Soane. Abandon the city's standard-issue chain stores to discover the gentlemen's outfitters of St. James's. In such ways you can best visualize the shape or, rather, the many shapes of Old London, a curious city that engulfed its own past for the sake of modernity but still lives and breathes the air of history. 

Today, that sense of modernity is stronger than ever, as swinging-again London holds its own as one of the coolest cities in the world. Millennium fever left its trophies on the capital, with the opening of buildings and bridges and impressively revamped museums, and the city's art, style, fashion, and dining scenes make headlines around the world. London's chefs have become superstars. Its fashion designers have conquered Paris, avant-garde artists have caused waves at the august Royal Academy of Arts, the raging after-hours scene is packed with music mavens ready to catch the Next Big Thing, and the theater continues its tradition of radical, shocking productions. 

On the other hand, although the outward shapes may alter and the inner spirit may be warmer, the base-rocks of London's character and tradition remain the same. Deep down, Britons have a sense of the continuity of history. Even in the modern metropolis, some things rarely change. The British bobby is alive and well. The tall, red, double-decker buses (most in an updated model) still lumber from stop to stop, although their aesthetic match at street level, the glossy red telephone booth, has been replaced by glass and steel boxes. Teatime is still a hallowed part of the day, with, if you search hard enough, toasted crumpets honeycombed with sweet butter. Then there's that greatest living link with the past -- the Royal Family. Don't let the tag of "typical tourist" stop you from enjoying the pageantry of the Windsors: the Changing of the Guard, at Buckingham Palace and at Whitehall, is one of the greatest free shows in the world. 

The London you might discover may include some enthusiastic recommendations from this guide, but be prepared to be taken by surprise. The best that a great city has to offer often comes to you in unexpected ways. Armed with energy and curiosity, you can find, to quote Dr. Johnson again, "in London all that life can afford." 

Sights & Activities 

London grew from a wooden bridge built over the Thames in the year AD 43 to its current 600 square mi and 7 million souls in haphazard fashion, meandering from its two official centres: Westminster, seat of government and royalty, to the west, and the City, site of finance and commerce, to the east. In these two areas are most of the grand buildings that have played a central role in British history: the Tower of London and St. Paul's Cathedral, Westminster Abbey and the Houses of Parliament, Buckingham Palace, and the older royal palace of St. James's. However, London's unofficial centres multiply and mutate year after year, and it would be a shame to stop only at the postcard views. Life is not lived in monuments, as the patrician patrons of the great Georgian architects understood when they commissioned the city's elegant squares and town houses. Within a few minutes' walk of Buckingham Palace, for instance, lie St. James's and Mayfair, neighbouring quarters of elegant town houses built for the nobility during the 17th and early 18th centuries and now notable for shopping opportunities. Westminster Abbey's original vegetable patch (or convent garden), which became the site of London's first square, Covent Garden, is now an unmissable stop. 

Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens, preserved by past kings and queens for their own hunting and relaxation, create a swath of green parkland across the city centre. A walk across Hyde Park brings you to the museum district of South Kensington, with the Natural History Museum, the Science Museum, and the Victoria & Albert Museum. If the great parks such as Hyde Park are, in Lord Chatham's phrase, "the lungs of London," then the River Thames is its backbone. The fast-developing South Bank has many cultural highlights: the theatres of the South Bank Centre, the Hayward and Saatchi galleries, Tate Modern, and the reconstruction of Shakespeare's Globe theatre. The London Eye observation wheel here gives stunning city views, or you can walk across the Millennium or Hungerford bridges. Farther downstream is the gorgeous 17th- and 18th-century symmetry of Greenwich, where the world's time is measured. 

Stratford-upon-Avon

Overview

What inspired William Shakespeare? Even a short visit to the countryside around where the playwright was raised will give you some clues. The rolling hills of sculpted farmland may look nothing like the forested countryside of his day, but there are still some sturdy Tudor houses that Shakespeare might have walked by on his way to school, quiet villages he might have shopped in or explored as a young man, and streams where, as a child, he might have dangled his feet in the cool water. 

This alone helps you discover an affinity for the man many rate as the greatest playwright the world has ever known. Stratford-upon-Avon, with its carefully preserved Shakespeare sites and the home base of the notable Royal Shakespeare Company, is the biggest draw, but there's much more to see -- castles, churches, and countryside -- in this famously lovely part of Britain. 

Warwickshire -- the ancient county of which Stratford is the southern nexus -- is a land of sleepy villages, thatch-roof cottages, and solitary farmhouses. It was the birthplace of the image of Britain that has been spread around the world by the works of Shakespeare. This is, quintessentially, the realm of the yeoman, the wooded land of Arden, the home of the prosperous tradesman and the wealthy merchant, the region where landowners still pasture deer as they have for 900 years, and the county of peace and prosperity that is the fire in the heart of what Shakespeare called "this precious stone set in the silver sea." 

Worthwhile stops beyond Stratford include Charlecote, a grand Elizabethan manor house, and Baddesley Clinton, a superb example of late medieval domestic architecture. Other treasure houses are Ragley Hall, Coughton Court, and Broughton Castle, brimming with art and antiques; Compton Verney is a stately home that has been converted to an art gallery. Also near Stratford is "medieval England in stone" -- Warwick Castle, which provides a glimpse into the country's turbulent history. Little wonder Henry James wrote that Warwickshire "is the core and centre of the English world." 

The price you pay for absorbing the Shakespeare sites or seeing a play at the Royal Shakespeare Theatre is being among crowds of people, especially in peak season when the volume of visitors and the sometimes ruthless commercialization can be oppressive. If the hustle and bustle overwhelm you, just take a hint from the young Shakespeare. He often turned his back on the town and followed the Avon as it wended its way through meadows and small villages. Today you, too, can wander through a landscape seemingly untouched by the brasher aspects of modern life. 

Best in 2 Days Itinerary 

Stratford-upon-Avon- deserves at least a full day and a drama-packed night at the Royal Shakespeare Theatre. Five historic properties are must-sees: three are in town -- Shakespeare's Birthplace, on Henley Street, Nash's House and New Place, and Hall's Croft -- whereas the others -- Anne Hathaway's Cottage and Mary Arden's House -- are just a few minutes out of town. 

After your Stratford sojourn, spend the next day touring selected sights, including the mansions of Baddesley Clinton, Packwood House, and Charlecote Park. In between, take in some of the villages nearby, ideal for lunch. Spend your second night back in Stratford or in one of the inns along the way. 

Best in 4 Days Itinerary 

After two days spent touring the august abodes of Stratford-upon-Avon- and the Shakespeare-linked attractions of the immediate vicinity -- including Henley-in-Arden -- you will be ready for a change of scene. Dedicate your third day to visiting two or three of the stately houses within easy driving distance. Plan your route along minor roads to take in some off-the-beaten-track hamlets. 

Nearest of these is fetching Welford-on-Avon, hugging the river as it loops west from Stratford. A short distance north, on either side of the village of Alcester, an appealing one-horse town, lie two notable country houses, Palladian Ragley Hall and Elizabethan Coughton Court, each surrounded by inviting parkland. 

Head to Warwick for the night, devoting the next morning to exploring the town's medieval castle. Other lower-key attractions are worth an hour or two. If castles are your thing, see ruined Kenilworth Castle, a short drive north.

Thames Valley

Overview

Like other great rivers, such as the Seine and the Danube, the Thames creates the illusion of flowing not only through the prosperous countryside of Berkshire and Oxfordshire, but through long centuries of history, too. The past seems to rise from its swiftly moving waters like an intangible mist. 

Higher upstream it's a busy part of the living landscape, flooding meadows in spring and fall and rippling past places holding significance not just for England but also the world. Runnymede is one of these. Here, on a riverside greensward, the Magna Carta was signed, a crucial step in the Western world's progress toward democracy. 

Along the River Thames, scattered throughout the unfolding landscape of trees, meadows, and hills, are numerous small villages and larger towns. The railroads and superhighways carrying heavy traffic between London, the West Country, and the Midlands have turned much of this area into commuter territory, but you can easily depart from these beaten tracks to discover timeless villages. 

The stretches of the Thames near Marlow, Henley, and Sonning-on-Thames are havens for relaxation, with rowing clubs, piers, and well-built cottages and villas. Anyone who comes to London in summer and has some time to spare would be well advised to spend it touring the Thames Valley. 

Best in 3 Days Itinerary 

With a car, you can see all the places outlined below on day trips from London, but it's worth staying at that perfect riverside inn or High Street hotel and settling in for a night or more. Then you can make the most of your mornings exploring the countryside. The area offers the greatest pleasure to those willing to leave the main roads to explore the smaller towns. You could spent a month exploring the Thames Valley, but three days can give you a taste of Windsor, a few towns, Blenheim Palace, and Oxford. In five days, you can spend more time in Oxford and explore additional villages and the area's stately homes and gardens. 

Begin at Windsor, where royalty is the predominant note, and spend a morning visiting the castle, leaving part of the day for Eton College and Windsor Great Park. The next day, follow the river upstream, taking in the grandeur of the great Astor estate at Cliveden and the village of Marlow, where the pubs offer decent snacks for lunch. 

Head toward Henley-on-Thames, where the Thames forms a harmonious dialogue with the medieval buildings alongside, and easy and tranquil walks beckon upstream or down. Reserve the last morning for Oxford, whose scholastic air does not dampen the aesthetic and gastronomic pleasures on tap, with an afternoon visit to nearby Woodstock -- a lovely English village -- and Blenheim Palace, birthplace of Winston Churchill and one of the most spectacular houses in England.

Best in 5 Days Itinerary 

Make your base at Windsor for your first night. From there you can take excursions to Ascot, for some of England's finest horse racing, and, to the north, Cliveden. For your second night, consider staying in Henley-on-Thames, from which it's an easy trip to the aristocratic Mapledurham House and a cluster of attractive Thames-side villages, such as Sonning-on-Thames and Dorchester-on-Thames. 

Reserve the third day and night for the medieval wonders of Oxford; on your fourth day head for the nearby 18th-century village of Woodstock, site of magisterial Blenheim Palace. For the final day, swing eastward to the town of Great Milton for perhaps the grandest luncheon of your English trip, at Le Manoir aux Quat' Saisons. Next, pay a call on one or two of a trio of stately homes: Waddesdon Manor near Aylesbury, Woburn Abbey, or Althorp. An alternative is to visit Stowe landscape Gardens, near Aylesbury. 

Finland: 
Helsinki
Helsinki

Overview

A city of the sea, Helsinki was built along a series of odd-shape peninsulas and islands jutting into the Baltic coast along the Gulf of Finland. Streets and avenues curve around bays, bridges reach to nearby islands, and ferries ply among offshore islands. 

Having grown dramatically since World War II, Helsinki now absorbs over one-tenth of the Finnish population and the metropolitan area covers a total of 764 square km (474 square mi) and 315 islands. Most sights, hotels, and restaurants cluster on one peninsula, forming a compact central hub. The greater Helsinki metropolitan area, which includes Espoo and Vantaa, has a total population of more than a million people. 

Helsinki is a relatively young city compared with other European capitals. In the 16th century, King Gustav Vasa of Sweden decided to woo trade from the Estonian city of Tallinn and thus challenge the Hanseatic League's monopoly on Baltic trade. Accordingly, he commanded the people of four Finnish towns to pack up their belongings and relocate at the rapids on the River Vantaa. The new town, founded on June 12, 1550, was named Helsinki. 

For three centuries, Helsinki (Helsingfors in Swedish) had its ups and downs as a trading town. Turku, to the west, remained Finland's capital and intellectual centre. Ironically, Helsinki's fortunes improved when Finland fell under Russian rule as an autonomous grand duchy. Czar Alexander I wanted Finland's political centre closer to Russia and, in 1812, selected Helsinki as the new capital. Shortly afterward, Turku suffered a disastrous fire, forcing the university to move to Helsinki. The town's future was secure. 

Just before the czar's proclamation, a fire destroyed many of Helsinki's traditional wooden structures, precipitating the construction of new buildings suitable for a nation's capital. The German-born architect Carl Ludvig Engel was commissioned to rebuild the city, and as a result, Helsinki has some of the purest neoclassical architecture in the world. Add to this foundation the influence of Stockholm and St. Petersburg with the local inspiration of 20th-century Finnish design, and the result is a European capital city that is as architecturally eye-catching as it is distinct from other Scandinavian capitals. You are bound to discover endless delightful details -- a grimacing gargoyle; a foursome of males supporting the weight of a balcony on their shoulders; a building painted in striking colours, with contrasting flowers in the windows. The city's 400 or so parks make it particularly inviting in summer. 

Today, Helsinki is still a meeting point of eastern and western Europe, which is reflected in its cosmopolitan image, the influx of Russians and Estonians, and generally multilingual population. Outdoor summer bars ("terrassit" as the locals call them) and cafés in the city centre are perfect for people-watching on a summer afternoon. 

Sights & Activities 

The city centre is densely packed and easily explored on foot, the main tourist sites grouped in several clusters; nearby islands are easily accessible by ferry. Just west of Katajanokka, Senaatintori and its Tuomiokirkko mark the beginning of the city centre, which extends westward along Aleksanterinkatu. 

France:
Brittany
Burgundy
Côte d'Azur
Ile-de-France
Loire Valley
Lyon & the Alps
Normandy
Paris
Provence
Brittany

Overview

"Finistère," or "land's end," is what a part of Brittany is called, and the name suits the entire region. A long arm of rocky land stretching into the Atlantic, Brittany lives to the rhythm of tides and winds, with its own language and legends. The people are Bretons first, rather than French, Celtic rather than Latin, and proud of their difference. 

They are also proud of their land -- with reason. Here you'll find time-defying monuments and customs in awe-inspiring landscapes, such as those at Pont-Aven, which once inspired Gauguin (sigh -- this charming town now has more art galleries than France has little yapping dogs). Although some people leave the prehistoric megaliths of Carnac in disappointment -- some say they just look like a bunch of standing stones surrounded by an equal number of tourists -- they remain the gateway attraction to the sandy peninsula of the Côte Sauvage, where birds and flowers abound. The craftspeople in Quimper carry on a centuries-old practice of hand-painting delicate-looking faïence wares. Tides bathe the foot of St-Malo's impressive fortifications, still haunted by phantom pirates. A trip across the waters to the aptly named Belle-Ile, or "beautiful island," will take you to heaths of yellow broom, fine beaches, and quaint towns. 

Today Nantes, the working-class heart of the province, pumps the economy of the region and provides a daily swig of Breton life, while Rennes, the student-fueled mind, gives way to poets and painters, bringing a refreshing breeze to the region. Other sites include the elegant Belle Époque resort of Dinard and the granite splendours of the Corniche Bretonne, replete with those famous pink-granite boulders. 

The closer you get to the sea, the more authentic Brittany seems to become. And the more xenophobic -- S'il te mordent, mords-les ("If they bite, bite them back") goes one of the local sayings. And some of those waterside hotels, come July and August, believe in those let's-milk-tourists-for-all-they're-worth prices. Still and all, Brittany remains a rare gift from the sea. 

Best of Brittany in 5 to 10 Days 

If you only have three days or so, concentrate on northeast Brittany. With five days you can explore the region in greater depth, including Rennes. With 10 days you can cover the entire region, if you don't dally too long in any one place. A car is necessary for getting to the small medieval towns and deserted coastline. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Choose either the medieval town of Dinan or the fortified "pirates' city" port of St-Malo -- surrounded on four sides by walls and on three by sea -- as your base for exploring northeast Brittany. Dinan's obvious attractions are its medieval buildings. Lacking stoplights, the town built its Tour de l'Horloge to keep an eye on 16th-century traffic jams. For a small fee you can climb it and take a look at the pretty town yourself. Be sure to visit ancient Dol-de-Bretagne -- site of Mont Dol, where Satan and the Archangel Michael once did battle, and a great early Gothic cathedral -- the Romantic writer and hero Vicomte Chateaubriand's boyhood home at Combourg, or the 16th-century castle in La Bourbansais, all pleasant side trips from seaside Dinard, the fashionable Edwardian-era resort. In addition, the magnificent rock island of Mont-St-Michel is only 50 km (30 mi) away to the north, within the confines of Normandy. 

If You Have 10 Days 

Make Rennes your base for exploring the castles, châteaux, and fortresses in Vitré and Montmuran, making an excursion to the Château de Caradeuc if you have time. On Day 3 stop in Combourg to see the Chateaubriand château or time-stained Dol-de-Bretagne on your way to the walled medieval town of Dinan or the historic seaside port of St-Malo for the night. Head west the following day on a scenic tour of the coast and spend the night in Trébeurden, on the tip of the Corniche Bretonne. Start early the next day for quaint Morlaix, with its houses with richly sculpted facades. Continue west and briefly visit the splendid basilica at Le Folgoët. Stop for lunch in Brest, a huge, modern port town. By late afternoon plan on being in Locronan, where sails used to be made for French fleets. Try to reach picturesque Douarnenez by evening. On the sixth day head to earthenware-famous Quimper, with its lovely riverbank and cathedral. Stop briefly to see the offshore stronghold at Concarneau and aim to reach Gauguin's getaway, Pont-Aven by the end of the day; then dine on oysters in nearby Riec-sur-Belon. On Day 7 drive down the Atlantic seaboard to the beaches of Quiberon and catch the ferry to the pretty island of Belle-Ile-en-Mer. On Day 8 return to the mainland and meander along the coast through the beach resorts of Carnac and La Trinité-sur-Mer, stopping in the medieval town of Vannes and exploring the marshy parkland of La Grande Brière. Spend the night in Biarritz-like La Baule. The following day head to tranquil, prosperous Nantes- and take in its many sights.

Burgundy

Overview  

Farms, pastures, and fall foliage make Burgundy enticingly, romantically rural. But it's also evident that whether building, ruling, worshiping, dining, or drinking, Burgundians have never embraced life on anything less than a grand scale. 

From magnificent palaces like the one in the city of Dijon and châteaux like the one at Tanlay, dukes more powerful than kings once ruled vast tracts of Western Europe. They left behind mighty medieval cathedrals in Sens and Auxerre, and religious orders built the other Burgundian architectural masterpieces -- the Romanesque basilica at Vézelay and even more impressive abbeys, such as the Abbaye de Cluny, the largest church in the world until the construction of St. Peter's in Rome. Unfortunately, Cluny has been ransacked over the centuries, so a few travelers leave grumbling, " Is this all that's left?" but what remains is impressive, to say the least. Fontenay has the best preserved of the famous Cistercian abbeys, while Autun has some of the greatest Romanesque sculptures in the world in its church. 

Most likely to evoke a reverential hush, though, is a first sip of one of Burgundy's treasured wines. Follow the Côte d'Or, perhaps the world's most famous wine route, out of Dijon, a gastronomic hub and cultural center, and then visit the Marché aux Vins in the wine capital of Beaune (with its great Rogier van der Weyden altarpiece), often packed with upscale Eurosnobs ordering cases of wine in English. As you sample the bounty of the highly anticipated annual vendange (harvest) in such towns as Clos de Vougeot and Nuits-St-Georges, you'll be introduced to wines so fine that, as the novelist, playwright, and observer of French life Alexandre Dumas once counseled, they should only be drunk on bended knee. 

Before leaving Burgundy, don't forget to buy a pot of Dijon mustard (although you might wind up paying a hefty price for a small ceramic pot -- without the mustard.) 

Best of Burgundy in 3 to 9 Days 

Having done its duty by producing a wealth of what many consider the world's greatest wines and harboring an abundance of magnificent Romanesque abbeys, Burgundy hardly needs to be beautiful -- but it is. Its hedgerowed countryside and densely forested Morvan, its manor houses and scattered villages, its numerous vineyards, all deserve to be rolled on the palate and savored. Like glasses filled with Clos de Vougeot, the sights here -- from the stately hub of Dijon to the medieval sanctuaries of Cluny and Clairvaux -- invite the wanderer to tarry and partake of their mellow splendor. If you have only three days, take in Burgundy's most interesting city -- Dijon -- and town, Beaune. With five days you can explore the northwest part of the region, from Sens to Beaune. Eight days will give you time to trawl the Morvan and Burgundy's finest vineyards. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Start with the age-old capital of Burgundy, Dijon -- -one-time haunt of the dukes of Burgundy, who were among the richest people in the late Middle Ages and who bequeathed to the city a dazzling legacy of art, goldsmithery, and tapestry. Then it's on to medieval Beaune to view its majestic Hospice, founded by Chancellor Rolin, the great patron of Jan van Eyck and Rogier van der Weyden, whose Last Judgment altarpiece takes pride of place here. En route, visit the famous Burgundy vineyards around Clos de Vougeot -- if you're here in September or October, you may be in time for the vendanges (grape harvest). 

If You Have 5 Days 

Coming from Paris, stop first in the small town of Sens, with its vast cathedral and 13th-century Palais Synodal. Then head for the serene abbey in Pontigny and the Ancien Hôpital in Tonnerre. End the day tasting the famous white wine in Chablis and spend the night there. Begin Day 2 with a visit to Auxerre and its cathedral before going on to the famous basilica in Vézelay. Stay overnight in pretty Avallon, with its medieval church of St-Lazare. Get to Dijon- on Day 3 and stay two nights. On Day 5 take a short run along the wine-producing Côte d'Or to Beaune. 

If You Have 9 Days 

Make Troyes, with its medieval pedestrian streets, your first stop. On Day 2 head south to see the Renaissance château of Ancy-le-Franc and the Cistercian Abbaye de Fontenay. End the day in Dijon. Give yourself two nights in Dijon, then head to Beaune and spend the night there before driving south along the Saône Valley to medieval Tournus and the abbey of St-Philibert, then across to Cluny and its ruined abbey. The next day drive north to see the cathedral and Roman remains in Autun, the Château de Sully, and end the day with a feast in Saulieu. On Day 7 drive through the wooded hills of the Morvan before spending the night in Vézelay. Stop off in Avallon before reaching Auxerre -- a good base for exploring Chablis and its towering vineyards on your final day, before heading up to Sens.

Côte d'Azur

Overview

With the Alps playing bodyguard against inland winds and the sultry Mediterranean warming the breezes, the Côte d'Azur, or French Riviera, is pampered by a nearly tropical climate. This is where the dreamland of azure waters and indigo sky begins, where balustraded white villas edge the blue horizon, evening air is perfumed with jasmine and mimosa, and parasol pines silhouette against sunsets of ripe apricot and gold. As emblematic as the sheet-music cover for a Jazz Age tune, the Côte d'Azur seems to epitomize happiness, a state of being the world pursues with a vengeance. 

But the Jazz Age dream confronts modern reality: on the hills that undulate along the blue water, every cliff, cranny, gully, and plain bristles with cubes of hot-pink cement and iron balconies, each skewed to catch a glimpse of the sea and the sun. Like a rosy rash, these crawl and spread, outnumbering the trees and blocking each other's views. Their owners and renters, who arrive on every vacation and at every holiday -- Easter, Christmas, Carnival, All Saints' Day -- choke the tiered highways with bumper-to-bumper cars, and on a hot day in high summer the traffic to the beach -- slow-flowing at any time -- coagulates and blisters in the sun. 

There has always been a rush to the Côte d'Azur (or Azure Coast), starting with the ancient Greeks, who were drawn eastward from Marseille to market their goods to the natives. From the 18th-century English aristocrats who claimed it as one vast spa to the 19th-century Russian nobles who transformed Nice into a tropical St. Petersburg to the 20th-century American tycoons who cast themselves as romantic sheiks, the beckoning coast became a blank slate for their whims. Like the modern vacationers who followed, they all left their mark -- villas, shrines -- temples all to the sensual pleasures of the sun and sultry sea breezes. Artists, too, made the Côte d'Azur their own, as museum goers who have studied the sunny legacy of Picasso, Renoir, Matisse, and Chagall will attest. Today's admirers can take this all in, along with the Riviera's textbook points of interest: animated St-Tropez; the Belle Epoque aura of Cannes; the towns made famous by Picasso -- Antibes, Vallauris, Mougins; the urban charms of Nice; and several spots where the per-capita population of billionaires must be among the highest on the planet: Cap d'Antibes, Villefranche-sur-Mer, and Monaco. 

Veterans know that the beauty of the Côte d'Azur coastline is only skin deep, a thin veneer of coddled glamour that hugs the water and hides a much more ascetic region up in the hills. These low-lying mountains and deep gorges are known as the arrière-pays (backcountry) for good cause: they are as aloof and isolated as the waterfront resorts are in the swim. Medieval stone villages cap rocky hills and play out scenes of Provençal life -- the game of boules, the slowly savored pastis (the anise-and-licorice-flavored spirit mixed slowly with water), the farmers' market -- as if the ocean were a hundred miles away. Some of them have become virtual Provençal theme parks, catering to busloads of tourists day-tripping from the coast. But just behind them, dozens of hill towns stand virtually untouched, and you can lose yourself in a cobblestone maze. 

You could drive from St-Tropez to the border of Italy in three hours and take in the entire Riviera, so small is this renowned stretch of Mediterranean coast. Along the way you'll undoubtedly encounter the downside: jammed beaches, insolent waiters serving frozen seafood, traffic gridlock. But once you dabble your feet off the docks in a picturesque port full of brightly painted boats, or drink a Lillet in a hilltop village high above the coast, or tip your face up to the sun from a boardwalk park bench and doze off to the rhythm of the waves, you will very likely be seduced to linger. 

Top 10 Reasons to Go to the French Riviera 

Eastern Riviera 

Monaco, toy kingdom: Yes, Virginia, you can afford to visit Monte Carlo -- that is, if you avoid its casinos and head instead for its magnificent tropical gardens. 

Picasso & Company: Because artists have long loved the Côte d'Azur, it is blessed with superb art museums, including the Fondation Maeght in St-Paul and the Musée Picasso in Antibes. 

Èze, island in the sky: The most perfectly perched of the coast's villages perchés, Èze has some of the most breathtaking views this isde of a NASA space capsule. 

Nice, Queen of the Riviera: With its bonbon-colored palaces, blue Baie des Anges, time-stained Old Town, and Musée Matisse, this is one of France's most colorful cities. 

Sunkissed Cap d'Antibes: Bordering well-hidden mansions and zillion-dollar hotels, the Sentier Tirepoil is a spectacular footpath along the sea. 

Western Riviera 

St-Tropez à go-go: Brave the world's most outlandish fishing port in high summer and soak up the scene. Just don't forget the fake-tan lotion. 

Les Gorges du Verdon: Peer down into its vertiginous green depths and you'll understand why this is one of the most dramatic natural sites in France. 

Picture-perfect Moustiers-Ste-Marie: Best known for its faïence, this town is also worth visiting for the sight of houses clinging to the cliffs -- often with entrances on different levels. 

A gothic château extravaganza: In Mandelieu-La Napoule, discover the most bizarrely extravagant house of the coast -- the Château de la Napoule, festooned with tapestries, peacocks, and art students. 

Beguiling Cotignac: With almost no boutiques but a lively weekly market, this is a place to experience Provençal life in the slow lane.

Ile de France

Overview

Kings, clerics, paupers, and ordinary Parisians have long taken refuge from urban life in Ile-de-France, the green surround of Paris. Most have been content to spend a day in the country, which is lushly forested and islanded by meandering rivers, while others have left behind spectacular secular and religious monuments. Biggest and most ostentatious of the Ile's palaces, the Château de Versailles is pompous proof that French monarchs lost their heads long before Louis XVI and Marie-Antoinette, the last occupants, walked to the guillotine. Other palatial piles include Fontainebleau, Vaux-le-Vicomte, and Napoléon's Malmaison. All this worldly froth fades in the stained-glass luster of Chartres Cathedral, so sublime its soft limestone hulk has brought the faithful to their knees for centuries. Then skip over the centuries to discover Monet's Giverny and Van Gogh's Auvers. 

Today, many Parisians follow in the footsteps of the kings and queens (but wearing Reeboks instead of square-toed heels) and make the Ile's other dazzling sites their weekend retreats. These delights include the ancien régime grace of the park and château de Rambouillet -- an 18th-century Neoclassical landmark; the gigantic château and park at St-Germain-en-Laye, which includes famed gardener Andre Le Nôtre's spectacular Grande Terrasse; the regal elegance of the château de Maisons-Laffitte, a masterpiece by architect François Mansart; the lovely medieval town of Senlis; and the picturesque forest of Barbizon, immortalized by dozens of 19th-century plein-air painters. 

Overrated? Uncle Walt's Disneyland Paris is quite the vogue these days -- especially if you've ever wondered what Donald Duck sounds like speaking French. But others gripe about the Americanization of Europe, heavy crowds, bad food, bratty kids, and prices that, in the summer, rise turret-high. Ticket prices not only fluctuate with the temperature but with the week (school vacations, ski season, etc.), so check on ticket prices beforehand, as going a day later could make a big difference.

Best of Ile de France in 3 to 8 Days 

With so many legendary sights in the Ile-de-France -- many of which are gratifying human experiences rather than just guidebook necessities -- you could spend weeks visiting the region. But if you don't have that much time, try one of the following shorter itineraries. Spend from three to eight days exploring the area or take day trips from Paris -- most sites are within easy reach of the capital by car or train. 

If You Have 3 Days 

For a full blast of kingly splendour, first head west from Paris to nearby St-Germain-en-Laye and visit the château and the Prieuré Museum -- don't forget to take a promenade on the palace's stately Grande Terrasse. Try to reach Versailles- for lunch and then visit France's largest château and its park. The next morning spend more time in Versailles, then drive 55 km (30 mi) northwest -- or return to Paris and train it out -- to Giverny to visit Monet's famous home and water-lily garden. For your last day, head south to destinations either spiritual or secular -- either the regal châteaux of Rambouillet or Maintenon or past the wheat fields of the Beauce to Chartres, where you can spend half a day exploring the sublime cathedral and Vieille Ville. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Take the expressway north from Paris to Senlis, visit the Vieille Ville and cathedral, then head to Chantilly for the afternoon to visit its exquisite château, replete with fabled art collection, grand park, and a regal stable. The next morning follow the Oise Valley, stopping briefly in the painters' village of Auvers-sur-Oise en route to Versailles. Spend the morning of your third day in Versailles or Rambouillet; try to be in Chartres by early afternoon. Spend the night there and drive to the palace at Fontainebleau- the following morning, perhaps visiting the romantic forest village of Barbizon on your way. On Day 5 make sure to visit Vaux-le-Vicomte -- the 17th-century château whose splendour inspired the building of Versailles. 

If You Have 8 Days 

Spend your first day in medieval Senlis and aristocratic Chantilly. On the second day, head down the Oise Valley, via Auvers-sur-Oise to haunt Van Gogh's footsteps and on to St-Germain-en-Laye, where the 17th-century palace and gardens await. Head northwest down the Seine Valley to Monet's beloved Giverny on the third day; spend the night here or in nearby Vernon. The following day take the expressway to that showstopper, Versailles. On the fifth day, go southwest to feast your eyes (and perhaps your soul) on the sublime cathedral at Chartres, with a stop in at regal Rambouillet or Maintenon if time allows. On Day 6 head to the painters' forest of Barbizon and Fontainebleau, Napoléon's favorite palace; make it your base for two nights. On Day 7 don't miss the 17th-century splendor at Vaux-le-Vicomte, and also fit in that Impressionist jewel, Moret-sur-Loing; finish up on Day 8 at Disneyland Paris.

Val de Loire

Overview

Sometimes owned by England, and fought over for centuries, this stretch of the Loire southwest of Paris resounds today with the noise of contented tourists, music festivals, and son-et-lumière spectacles at its extraordinary châteaux. This is la belle France at its purest and most elegant -- just wait until you hear the diamond-sheen of the French spoken hereabouts. 

Super-stylish château-hotels and lovely country auberges tempt the traveler at nearly every bend in the river. Staying in a château-hotel is a must (surprise! -- a goodly number of them are very affordable). The roll-call of châteaux that are open to the public is legendary. At the Château de Chenonceau, Catherine de' Medici built a white pleasure palace to hover over the river Cher. At the Château de Chambord it's easy to imagine the days when King François I arrived with a retinue so large it took 12,000 horses to transport them. At magical Château de Ussé, Charles Perrault was inspired to write the fairy tale we know as "Sleeping Beauty." The most celebrated gardens are those at the Château de Villandry, whose vast Renaissance-style parterres and water terraces are best seen in early July during its Festival of 1,000 Lights. But the Val de Loire is far more than just châteaux. Gorgeous villages like Saché (Balzac's favorite) await. Historic manors, such as Leonardo da Vinci's own Clos-Luce in Amboise, intrigue. Fontevraud allures as the largest medieval abbey in France, while storybook Chinon has block after block of houses built during the days of Joan of Arc, and hyperelegant Saumur has an historic center and Gothic castle that can't be beat (although we can do without the haut snobbisme of the locals). 

The glamour level falls off precipitiously in the region's three big cities. In the center, hub-city Tours has the half-timbered Place Plumereau but also plenty of dreary suburban homes. Modern Angers, to the west, has some nice museums but it also has skyscrapers and industrial complexes. To the east, big city Orléans makes much of Joan's visit, but you'll be hard-pressed to find any charm among the ugly modern buildings. No matter -- you'll find that the poppy-covered hillsides and gentle climate throughout the entire Val de Loire do wonders for your temperament. No wonder so many harried Parisians vacation at least one week a year here.

Best of the Loire Valley in 3 to 10 Days 

Strung like precious gems along the peaceful Loire and its tributaries, the royal and near-royal châteaux of the region are among the most fabled sights in France. From magical Chenonceau -- improbably suspended above the River Cher -- to mighty Chambord, from the Sleeping Beauty abode of Ussé to the famed gardens of Villandry, this parade of châteaux gloriously epitomizes France's golden age of monarchy. In Orléans, a dramatic chapter in the country's history unfolds: it was here that Joan of Arc had her most rousing successes against the English. With all these treasures, you need two weeks to cover the Loire Valley region in its entirety. But even if you don't have that long, you can still see many of the valley's finest châteaux in three days by concentrating on the area between Blois and Azay-le-Rideau. Six days will give you time to explore these châteaux in depth, as well as to visit Tours and Angers, two of the region's major cities. In 10 days you can follow the Loire from Orléans to Angers. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Gateway to the central Loire Valley, Tours- is the hub of Touraine. Although there are a few museums to catch and historic place Plumereau beckons, don't tarry in this big city -- begin your tour of some of France's choicest real estate by taking an easy train ride away to Chenonceau, everyone's dream of a Loire Valley castle. If you want your own taste of la vie de château, backtrack by train or car to Montlouis-sur-Loire and the Broglie princes' gorgeous, neo-Renaissance Château de la Bourdaisière (a hotel but also open to day-trippers) or, for a more urban treat, continue on to the north side of the Loire and Blois, where you'll find one of the earliest of the great châteaux. Spend the morning of your second day touring Blois, then move inland through the forest to spend the night at Chambord -- such a vast marble pile it seems more a city than a palace. On your third day, return to Blois, then head downstream to Amboise to take in its massive château and, more delightfully, the Clos-Lucé mansion, the last home of Leonardo da Vinci. If you hustle -- and trains can make the journey in around an hour -- head instead to the edge of Touraine and spectacular Chinon for an unforgettable dip into the Middle Ages. Connecting trains from Chinon can get you back to Paris via Tours by night. 

If You Have 6 Days 

Start by following the three-day itinerary. On the fourth day explore enchanting Chinon, then head east to see two of the dreamiest fairy-tale châteaux -- the Renaissance jewel of Azay-le-Rideau and, a few miles away (buses are rare, so consider a taxi), Ussé, which inspired Perrault to write Sleeping Beauty. On your fifth day, those without a car will need to return to Azay or Chinon, where you can wend your way to magical Fontevraud, Europe's largest surviving abbey and a Romanesque wonder. Then head to the smart river town of Saumur, with its dramatic cliff-top castle and comprehensive train and bus connections. 

If You Have 10 Days 

Follow the six-day itinerary and, after exploring Saumur on your sixth day, stop off in nearby Bourgueil to tour the vineyards or wine caves, making an overnight at the lovely Château de Réaux (save your pennies for this one; it is also open for touring by day-trippers). On your seventh day, a helpful train route can deposit you at the mighty citadel of Langeais to ogle its sumptuous, tapestried interior. In the afternoon, continue northeast back to Tours, then head out (via bus or taxi if you have no car) to spectacular Villandry, famed for its enormous Renaissance château and garden parterres. On your eighth day, backtrack to Tours and train it to Orléans. After exploring this gateway city to the Upper Loire Valley and overnighting here, head out on your ninth morning to explore the region's sights -- either the imposing abbey at St-Benoît-sur-Loire or the storybook moated castle at Sully-sur-Loire before ending up in the town of Gien, famed for its earthenware, to spend the night. Or, for a dazzling splurge, head south by car or train to the Franco-Scottish town of Aubigny-sur-Nère and enjoy a stay at the seignorial hotel, the Château de la Verrerie. On your final morning, visit the hilltop wine town of Sancerre. After lunch, head back to Orléans, Paris, and reality.

Lyon

Overview

If the very mention of Lyon teases the taste buds, give credit to this sophisticated city's chefs -- masters like Paul Bocuse who can render even a plate of fruit ethereal. Savor their creations, then enjoy the city's visual delights -- Lyon's covered passageways, known as traboules, lead to treasure-filled museums and a first-class opera house. Near at hand, seek out more sportif amusements: a sail from canal-lined, bridge-bedecked Annecy across its breezy and gorgeous lake, perhaps, or a gambol through meadows near Chamonix, a resort with a reputation for winter pleasures overshadowed only by its Alpine peaks. 

Great dining can also be had elsewhere, such as at Pic in Valence and Marc Veyrat's Ferme de Mon Père in chic Megève, nestled in the shadow of Mont Blanc. Discover the wine villages of the Beaujolais and the Dombes lakes, then venture down the Rhône to Vienne for Roman ruins and Renaissance facades. Pass through Grenoble with its fine museums. The 19th-century writer and music critic Stendhal remains the town's most celebrated citizen, although people seem generally surprised if you know who he is. Enjoy the town's "Stendhal Itinerary" en route to the Alps. Squished between mountains and river, Grenoble's layout is maddening: your only hope lies in the big, illuminated maps posted throughout town. 

Best of Lyon and the Alps in 3 to 7 Days 

In this diverse region you can ski in the shadow of Mont Blanc, hike the trails over Alpine slopes, sail across idyllic Lake Annecy, and enjoy a broad palette of Lyon's cultural offerings. You can visit the Roman sites and medieval towns -- evocative reminders of pre-modern eras -- or take a heady trip along the Beaujolais Wine Road to discover the region's refreshingly unaffected vintages. As you plan your trip, remember that although you can make good time along the highways, you'll have to slow down on lesser roads and in the Alps. In more rural and mountainous regions avoid making your daily itineraries too ambitious. 

If You Have 3 Days 

To enjoy some of France's best cooking, best museums, and theatre, concentrate on Lyon, but also spend a day heading down the Rhône to see a vineyard in Côte Rôtie or the Roman ruins in Vienne. For mountains and the wide open spaces, spend your second two days around the gorgeous lake in Annecy or in the Alps, using Megève -- where off-piste action outpaces the skiing -- as your base. Of course, you'll want to save your euros for a blow-out at either one of Marc Veyrat's restaurants in Annecy and Megève. 

If You Have 7 Days 

Stay in Lyon- for at least two days. If you love wine, travel up the Saône Valley, through the villages along the Beaujolais Wine Road, and then, for your third night, head to Bourg-en-Bresse, landmarked by its Flamboyant Gothic church, or medieval Pérouges. On Day 4 make Annecy, with its medieval Vieille Ville, your destination; be sure to drive around the lake to lovely Talloires; stay the night in either one. The next day travel along the narrow roads connecting small villages via mountain passes in the Alps. Stop in the fashionable mountain resort town of Megève -- home to Marc Veyrat's culinary shrine, La Ferme de Mon Père -- before driving on to elegant Chambéry. On Day 6 visit the abbey of Grande Chartreuse; then either go to Grenoble- to see the Grenoble Museum's fabulous collection or zip via the autoroute to Valence to view its Vieille Ville's cathedral and art museum. On the final day, drive through the spectacular Ardèche Gorge if you're heading for Provence. Or return to Lyon via Vienne to see the Roman sites or Côte du Rhône vineyards.

Normandy

Overview

Normandy is a land of fashionable resorts and austere abbeys, warriors and prolific painters, saints and sinners. At Bayeux, the town's famous tapestry provides a scene-by-scene look at the Norman invasion of England in 1066 and stars William the Conqueror. Not far away, Mont-St-Michel may be the sublimest sight in France, perching dramatically atop its rocky shoreline roost. In Rouen, famed for its cathedral immortalized by Monet in paint, medieval rue du Gros-Horloge leads to the spot where Joan of Arc was burned at the stake in 1431. German bombs and Allied raids ruined much of the historic center, but enough half-timbered houses remain (along with kitschy cafés, souvenir shops, and miniature sightseeing trains). 

Off to the west at Omaha Beach, vast expanses of windswept dunes pay quiet homage to the 10,000 Allied soldiers who lost their lives during 1944's D-Day. Norman people are friendly, but a bit reluctant to speak openly about World War II, so don't be surprised if their typical response to a question is Peut-être que oui, peut-être que non ("Maybe yes, maybe no"). 

Elsewhere lovely seascapes and lush fields allure. Pretty Honfleur made Impressionists long to paint the sea and sky. Étretat invites a day of ambling along limestone falaises (cliffs). Proust and Monet may have been inspired by this scenery but they probably didn't spend too much time sunbathing in their Speedos: this coast is known for its galets -- large pebbles that cover the beaches. Chic Deauville and Trouville beckon you to stroll along their seafront boardwalks, eyeball elegant hotel lobbys, and gape at Rothschilds. 

Of course, indulge in the region's cuisine, ruled and inspired by local cream, butter, eggs, and apples, along with fine lamb sweetened by the salty grasses on which the animals graze. Heady apple brandy, or calvados, is often downed with a meal to make a trou normand (Norman hole) -- room for more rich food.

Best of Normandy in 3 to 9 Days 

Named for the Norsemen who claimed this corner of Gaul and sent a famous conqueror over the Channel in 1066, and eternally tied in our memory to the D-Day landings, Normandy has always played shuttle diplomat in Anglo-French relations. From its half-timber houses to its green apple orchards to its rich dairy cream, it seems to mirror the culture of its English neighbour across the water. Treasures beckon: Mont-St-Michel, elegant Deauville, Rouen's great cathedral and museums, the legendary Bayeux Tapestry…and those warming glasses of calvados. With three days you can get a feel for the region. Five days gives you time to meander through the countryside and down the coast. And with nine days, if you don't spend much time in any one place, you can see most of Normandy. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Head straight to Rouen- and spend a day and a half in the region's cultural capital. Then follow the Seine Valley past the abbey of Jumièges and the sights of Caudebec-en-Caux including the Abbaye de St-Wandrille, then head west to Honfleur, the fishing port that caught the Impressionists' eyes. 

If You Have 9 Days 

Follow the Seine en route from Paris to Rouen, visiting the gorgeous little villages of Lyons-la-Forêt and Les Andelys. On the third day wind along the route des Abbayes to the abbeys of Jumièges and St-Wandrille near Caudebec-en-Caux. Drive northwest to the fishing town of Fécamp, then head down the Côte d'Alabâtre to the spectacular cliffs of Étretat. Continue south, cross the Pont de Normandie, and spend the night in tony Honfleur. On the next day travel along the Côte Fleurie to the fashionable seaside resorts of Deauville-Trouville and Belle Époque Houlgate, reaching Caen, site of some of World War II's fiercest fighting and William the Conqueror's fortress, by mid-afternoon. The following day visit Gold, Juno, and Sword beaches and historic Arromanches-les-Bains, then party in Bayeux overnight. Visit the storied Bayeux Tapestry and continue your exploration of the D-Day beaches- before continuing up the Cotentin coast to Cherbourg. On Day 7 ramble south to the cathedral town of Coutances and on to seafaring Granville, then continue to the majestic abbey on a rock, Mont-St-Michel. Next morning hurry east to the Suisse Normande's rocky expanse of hills, passing through Clécy before stopping for a picnic lunch at the Roche d'Oëtre, a rock with a spectacular view of the Orne Valley. If time allows, take in William the Conqueror's hilltop castle at Falaise.

Paris

Overview

No matter which way you head, any trip through Paris will be a voyage of discovery. But choosing the Paris of your dreams is a bit like choosing a perfume or cologne. Do you prefer young and dashing, or elegant and worldly? Something sporty, or divinely glamorous? No matter -- beneath touristy Paris, historic Paris, fashion-conscious Paris, pretentious-bourgeois Paris, practical working-class Paris, or the legendary bohemian Paris, you will find your own Paris, and it will be vivid, exciting, unforgettable. Veterans know that Paris is a city of regal perspectives and ramshackle streets, of formal espaces vertes, or green open spaces, and quiet squares. 

For the first-timer, there will always be several musts at the top of the list -- the Louvre, Notre-Dame, and the Eiffel Tower among them -- but a visit to Paris will never be quite as simple as a quick look at a few landmarks. Every quartier, or neighborhood, has its own personality and unsuspected treasures, and you should be ready to explore. Ultimately, your route will depend on your own preferences, stamina, and curiosity. The city can seem like a living art gallery: broad perspectives flashing from gold to pink to silver under scudding Impressionist clouds, a misty street straight out of Brassaï, a woman's abstracted stare over a glass of green liqueur at a Montmartre café. You can wander for hours without getting bored -- though not, perhaps, without getting lost. 

By the time you have seen only a few neighborhoods, you should not only be culturally replete but downright exhausted -- and hungry, too. Again, take your cue from the Parisians and plan your next stop at a sidewalk café. So you've heard stories of a friend of a friend who paid $8 for a coffee at a famous café? Take it in stride. What you're paying for is time to linger, with the opportunity to watch the intricate drama of Parisian street life unfold. 

You'll learn it's all so familiar and all so terribly…Parisian. Rillettes (preserved pork spread) and poilâne (the ubiquitous chewy sourdough bread from Poilâne bakery) and Beaujolais. The discreet hiss of the métro's rubber wheels and a waft of accordion music. The street sweeper guiding rags along the rain gutters with a twig broom. The coins in the saucer by the pissoir. The shriek of the espresso machine as it steams the milk for your café crème, the flip-lid sugar bowl on the zinc bar. The lovers buried in each others' necks along the banks of the Seine. 

Best of Paris in 5 Days 

Paris is a treasure of neighborhoods and history, and a visit to this glorious city is never quite as simple as a quick look at a few landmarks. The following one-day itineraries are mix and match: follow the ones that intrigue you -- and leave yourself time to just walk and explore. 

Day 1: Monumental Paris 

Begin your day at Trocadéro, where you can get the best views of the Iron Dame of Paris from the esplanade of the Palais de Chaillot. If you absolutely must ride to the top of the Tour Eiffel, now is the best time to get in line. Otherwise, get a Seine-side view of the city's other noteworthy monuments from the Bateaux-Mouches, moored below the Pont d'Iéna. The hour-long cruises loop around the Île de la Cité and back, with multilingual commentary on the many sights along the way. 

Afterward you can take the RER to the Musée d'Orsay for lunch in the museum's Belle Époque dining room before tackling the late-19th-century works of art. It's just a short walk to the imposing Hôtel des Invalides, the French military museum built as a retirement home for wounded soldiers under Louis XIV. The Emperor Napoléon Bonaparte rests beneath the golden dome. If the weather is nice, go next door for an afternoon tea in the sculpture gardens of the intimate Musée Rodin (entrance to the gardens EUR2). And if your feet are still happy, cross the gilded Pont Tsar Alexandre III to the Champs-Élysées, passing the Belle Époque art palaces known as the Grand et Petit Palais. You can also take Bus 73 from the Assemblée Nationale across the bridge to the place de la Concorde and all the way up the avenue des Champs-Élysées to the Arc de Triomphe. Open until 11 PM, its panoramic viewing platform is the ideal place to admire the City of Light. 

Alternatives: Instead of the traditional Seine cruise, try taking the Batobus, which allows you to hop on and hop off throughout the day with one ticket at the seven Batobus ports, including Notre-Dame, Hôtel de Ville, Louvre Museum, and Musée d'Orsay. Note that there's no commentary on these tours. 

Day 2: Old Paris 

Start at the Pont Neuf for excellent views off the western tip of the Île de la Cité, then explore the island's magnificent architectural heritage, including the Conciergerie, Sainte Chapelle, and Notre-Dame Cathedral. Those with sturdy legs can climb the corkscrew staircase up to the towers for a gargoyle's-eye view of the city. Take a culinary detour to the neighboring Île St-Louis for lunch before heading into the medieval labyrinth of the Latin Quarter. Its most valuable treasures are preserved in the Cluny Musée National du Moyen-Age, including the reconstructed ruins of 2nd-century Gallo-Roman steam baths. At the summit of the hill above the venerable Sorbonne university is the imposing Panthéon, a monument (and mausoleum) of French heroes. Don't miss the exquisite Eglise St-Etienne-du-Mont next door, where the relics of the city's patron Saint Geneviève are on display. Follow the rue Descartes to the rue Mouffetard for a café crème on one of the oldest market streets in Paris. If the sun is still shining, you've got time to visit the Gallo-Roman Arènes de Lutèce. 

Alternative: A different look at the Latin Quarter (Old Paris) can include a visit to the sleek Institute du Monde Arabe designed by Jean Nouvel, then a relaxing afternoon at the authentic steam baths and tearoom of the 1920s Mosquée de Paris around the corner. 

Day 3: Royal Paris 

Begin at the place de la Concorde, where an Egyptian obelisk has replaced the guillotine where Louis XVI and Marie-Antoinette met their bloody fate during the French Revolution. Then escape the traffic in the formal Jardin des Tuileries, which once belonged to the 16th-century Tuileries Palace, destroyed during the Paris Commune of 1871. Pass through the small Arc du Carrousel to the modern glass pyramid which serves as the main entrance into the Louvre, the world's grandest museum. When you've built up an appetite, cross the street to the peaceful gardens of the Palais Royal for lunch at one of the cafés or restaurants found under the stone arcades. From here take métro Line 1 to station St-Paul. To the south you'll find the Hôtel de Sens, home to King Henry IV's feisty ex-wife Queen Marguerite, and one of the few surviving examples of late-medieval architecture. Around the corner on rue Charlemagne is a preserved section of the city's 12th-century fortifications built by King Philippe-Augustus. Cross the busy rue St-Antoine to the Marais district and enter the Hôtel de Sully, a fine example of the elegant private mansions built here by aristocrats in the early 17th century. Pass through the gardens to the doorway on the right, which leads to the lovely symmetrical town houses of the place des Vosges, designed by King Henry IV. Many of the old aristocratic mansions in the Marais have been turned into museums, including the Musée Carnavalet and the Musée Picasso. 

Day 4: Power-Shopping Paris 

Get an early start to avoid crowds at Printemps and Galeries-Lafayette, two of the city's grandest historic department stores conveniently located side-by-side behind the Opéra Garnier. Refuel at the place de la Madeleine, where gourmet food boutiques such as Hédiard and Fauchon offer light deli foods for shoppers on the move. If the luxury boutiques on the rue Royale aren't rich enough for you, head down the rue du Faubourg St-Honoré and the avenue Montaigne (via avenue Matignon), where the most exclusive French couture houses hold court such as Chanel, Dior, Hermès and Yves St-Laurent. You can wait until after dinner to attack the international chains of the Champs-Élysées (such as Zara, Virgin Megastore, Sephora, and Gap), which are open daily until midnight. 

Alternative: For a more genteel shopping experience, head to the Left Bank's chic Bon Marché department store (and its adjacent Grand Epicerie gourmet supermarket), then work your way through the upscale fashion and houseware boutiques around the Eglise St-Sulpice and St-Germain-des-Prés. Shops get less expensive between métro Odéon and the Latin Quarter. 

Day 5: Montmartre 

Make sure you wear sturdy shoes to tackle the steep streets of Montmartre! Begin at the métro Abbesses, where an elevator brings you up to one of the last remaining Art Nouveau métro entrances left in Paris. Follow the signs to the Funicular at the foot of the Basilique Sacré-Coeur. Take a little detour to the Halle St-Pierre (around the corner) for a light snack or beverage in the folk museum's tranquil café before braving the throngs of humanity perched on the Basilica's stairs. Views of Paris from here are best on crisp, smog-free days. Steel yourself for the barrage of pushy portrait artists on the place du Tertre and make a beeline for the little tourism office on the square, where you can get a helpful map (for a small fee) of the neighborhood's maze of smaller streets. They also sell bottles of local wine produced at the tiny vineyard on the corner of rue du Mont Cenis and rue Vincent. Diagonally across from it is the little pink and green cottage where the authentic Lapin Agile Cabaret has been going strong since the 1860s. 

To learn more about Montmartre's bohemian past, stop in the Musée Montmartre on the rue Cortot. Then follow the rue Lepic in its semi-circular path down the hill, past the historic windmills and Amélie monuments, stopping at one of the many tiny bistros for lunch. The rue Lepic ends in the Pigalle district at the foot of the hill, right in front of the famous Moulin Rouge cabaret. 

Logistics and Tips 

Save time and money with a Paris Museum Pass. Some museums have reduced fees on Sunday and on extended-hour days if you go in the evening. 

If you plan on spending more than EUR175 in one store, bring your passport to get the détaxe forms for your Value Added Tax rebate. 

Department stores are closed on Sundays, but open late on Thursdays. Most small boutiques are closed Sunday and Monday. The Marais and the Champs-Élysées are the best bets for shopping on Sunday. 

Keep closing days in mind. Most museums are closed one day a week, usually Monday or Tuesday. The Eiffel Tower, Arc de Triomphe, Seine Cruises, Sainte-Chapelle, Notre-Dame, Sacré-Coeur Basilica, and Hôtel des Invalides are open daily.

Provence

Overview

Even the cattle and flamingos wallowing in the salty coastal marshes of the Camargue enjoy the sun-drenched good life that Provence provides so generously. In this smiling landscape and in soft-hue, elegant cities, where life still proceeds at an old-fashioned pace, you'll find no end of pleasures. Favored hangout of the French café-squatting, people-watching, and boutique-shopping yuppie, elegant Aix-en-Provence has museums, fountains, and the gracious Cours Mirabeau boulevard. Charming and laid-back Arles and crowded Avignon (get off the main streets to see Avignonnais leading their daily lives) have bewitched Roman legionnaires, popes, and Vincent van Gogh. The tarnished, exotic, and newly chic port of Marseille continues to intrigue sailors and travellers with its hint of mystery (note: you should have some big-city smarts to cope with its colourful, almost defiant spirit). And dusty Nîmes headlines the ancient Roman splendours of the Pont du Gard aqueduct and the Maison Carrée temple. 

But the region works its charms most potently in rural places, aided in no small part by cypress trees, vineyards, and a cooling glass of pastis. And let's not forget the heavenly lavender fields at the foot of Mont Ventoux or Provence's ocher-color villages, few more enticing than pretty St-Rémy-de-Provence, birthplace of Nostradamus and retreat of Van Gogh, where sunlight really does dapple lanes of plane trees. Other delights include the magnificent Romanesque abbey of Montmajour, the craggy towns of Les-Baux-de-Provence (home to the famed L'Oustau de la Baumanière hotel) and Le Barroux, and the scenic hill-town splendours of Roussillon and Gordes. Another treat is getting to know the refreshingly friendly Provençaux. You'll get to know them hiking the white-cliffed calanques or exploring the rich landscape of the Route des Vignobles (Vineyard Route) through the region. 

Best of Provence in 3 Days 

Peter Mayle's book A Year in Provence prescribes just that, but even a year might not be long enough to soak up all the charm of this captivating region. In three days you can see three representative (and very different) towns: Arles, Avignon, and St-Rémy; with seven days you can easily add the Camargue, the Luberon, and Aix-en-Provence; with 10 days you can add Vaison-la-Romaine and Marseille. 

To make the most of your time in the region, plan to divide your days between big-city culture, backcountry tours, and waterfront leisure. If you must, you can "do" Provence at an if-this-is-Tuesday breakneck pace, but its rural roads and tiny villages will amply reward a more leisurely approach. Provence is as much a way of life as a region charged with tourist must-sees, so you should allow time to enjoy its old-fashioned pace. 

3-Day Itinerary 

The best gateway to the region is Avignon, where tiny, narrow streets cluster around the 14th-century Palais des Papes, as if still seeking the protection afforded them when this massive structure represented the supreme Christian authority of the world, back in the 14th century. Then make an afternoon outing west to the Pont du Gard aqueduct, a majestic relic from the ancient Romans that strikes all as more a work of art than a practical construction. 

On Day 2 stop briefly in Nîmes- to see the antiquities of the Arènes and the Maison Carrée -- a striking contrast to this busy commercial center -- then head into atmospheric old Arles, inspiration to Van Gogh, who captured the delicate, pointed features of the Arlésienne in some of his finest portraits. 

On Day 3 drive through the countryside, stopping at the Abbaye de Montmajour -- whose cloisters are a particularly charming spot when the oleander trees are in bloom -- -and the medieval hill town of Les Baux-de-Provence; stay overnight in St-Rémy-de-Provence, with its Roman ruins and recognizable Van Gogh landmarks. 

Germany:
Berlin
Black Forest
Frankfurt
Hamburg
Heidelberg
Munich
Saxony with Leipzig & Dresden
Stuttgart & Swabian Cities
Berlin

Overview

Berlin, the united Germany's capital since 1999, has evolved into the country's only truly international metropolis equal to Paris or London. Berlin is again on the cutting edge, as the federal government, new businesses, artists, and visitors from around the world are all being drawn to the city. 

A royal residence during the 15th century, Berlin came into its own under the rule of King Friedrich II (1712-86) -- Frederick the Great -- whose liberal reforms and artistic patronage touched off a renaissance in the city. Such institutions as the Academy of Arts and the Academy of Sciences came into being during this period. 

In the late 19th century, Prussia, ruled by the "Iron Chancellor" Count Otto von Bismarck, proved to be the dominant force in unifying the many independent German states. Berlin maintained its status as Germany's capital for the duration of the German Empire (1871-1918), through the post-World War I Weimar Republic (1919-33), and also through Hitler's Third Reich (1933-45). 

But the city's golden years were the 1920s, when Berlin, the energetic, modern, and sinful counterpart to Paris, became a centre for the cultural avant-garde. World-famous writers, painters, and artists met here while the impoverished bulk of its 4 million inhabitants lived in heavily overpopulated quarters. 

This "dance on the volcano," as those years of political and economic upheaval have been called, came to a grisly and bloody end after January 1933, when Adolf Hitler assumed power. Hitler and the Nazis made Berlin their capital but ultimately failed to remodel the city into a silent monument to their power: By the end of World War II there was more rubble in Berlin than in all other German cities combined. 

Following World War II, Berlin was partitioned into American, British, and French zones in the west, and a Soviet zone to the east. By 1947 the city had become one of the cold war's first testing grounds. The three western-occupied zones gradually merged, becoming West Berlin, while the Soviet-controlled eastern zone defiantly remained separate. 

Peace conferences repeatedly failed to resolve the question of Germany's division, and in 1949 the Soviet Union established East Berlin as the capital of its new puppet state, the German Democratic Republic (DDR). The division of the city was cruelly finalized in concrete in August 1961, when the East German government constructed the Berlin Wall, dividing families and friends until the "Peaceful Revolution" of 1989. 

What really makes Berlin tick, however, are the intangibles -- the fascinating juxtaposition of Macht und Geist (power and intellect) and the spirit and bounce of the city and its citizens. 

Best of Berlin in 5 Days 

Day 1 

Start in western, downtown Berlin by visiting the stark shell of the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gedächtniskirche. Catch the double-decker public Bus 100 (in front of the Zoo railway station) and get a seat on top. The entire scenic ride through the park Tiergarten, past the Reichstag, along Unter den Linden, and around Alexanderplatz shows you the prime attractions in Berlin before doubling back again. Save a good amount of time and energy for the museums on Museum Island and the German History Museum. You can take a break with German cakes and coffee in the Opernpalais on Unter den Linden. 

Day 2 

On your second day visit the dome of the Reichstag (to avoid long lines, arrive at 8 AM) and Potsdamer Platz, a study in urban renewal and modern architecture. Whatever order you do it in, walk along Ebertstrasse between the sights, as it takes you past the Brandenburg Gate and the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe. Behind the showy corporate buildings of Potsdamer Platz is the Gemäldegalerie and Neue Nationalgalerie, two outstanding fine-arts museums. From Potsdamer Platz it's a 10-minute walk to the Topography of Terror, a free, open-air exhibit on the organizations of the SS and the Gestapo, their crimes, and their victims. The site is bordered by a remaining stretch of the Berlin Wall and Checkpoint Charlie lies another 250 yards further east. After viewing the Topography of Terror, continue on to the Mauermusuem Haus am Checkpoint Charlie, which is open until 10 PM. 

Day 3 

On your third day, round out the sights and eras of history you've seen by visiting the royals' apartments in Schloss Charlottenburg and the lovely gardens behind it. After touring the palace, hop the U-7 subway from Richard-Wagner-Platz to Adenauerplatz. Head east and browse the most elegant of the Kurfürstendamm boutiques within old city mansions. Turn left on Bleibtreustrasse to reach the cafés and restaurants in the fashionable, but casual Savignyplatz area. Spend one evening at a show, perhaps at Chämeleon Varieté or Bar Jeder Vernunft. 

Day 4 

Begin your fourth day in the district of Kreuzberg. See if the current exhibits at the Martin-Gropius-Bau interest you, or visit the Jüdisches Museum, where the architecture by Daniel Libeskind is a main draw. Before sunset, ride up to the observatory floor of Berlin's highest structure, the Berliner Fernsehturm (Television Tower). 

Day 5 

Spend your last day either visiting Potsdam, particularly the summer-palace grounds of Schloss Sanssouci, or cruising the Spree River and its canals on a three-hour boat tour. Narrations by the captains are in German, but you do get amazing views of the city and can quaff beer or coffee and snack as you go.

Black Forest

Overview

The Black Forest is synonymous with cuckoo clocks and primeval woodland: certainly thousands of acres are cloaked in pines, and at least one entire town, little Triberg, goes all atwitter every hour. To many younger Germans, the Black Forest is nothing but a faded 1950's postcard. In the years following WWII, this was one of Germany's most popular tourist regions, but these days, the Black Forest has lost some of its appeal, even though it has regained its status as an unspoiled, natural area thanks to vigorous environmental protection programs. 

Apart from walking, hiking, and (in winter) some modest skiing, Black Forest attractions include the historic university town of Freiburg in the far Southwest -- one of the most colourful and hippest student cities in Germany -- and proud and mercurial Baden-Baden, with its long tradition of spas and casinos. Baden-Baden provides a stark contrast to the secluded woodlands, and remains more worldly and chic than the rest of the German Southwest put together. 

Best of the Black Forest in 3 to 10 Days 

Many first-time visitors to the Black Forest literally can't see the forest for the trees. Take time to stray from the beaten path and inhale the cool air of the darker recesses. Walk or ride through its shadowy corridors; paddle a canoe down the rippling currents of the Nagold and Wolf rivers. Then take time out to relax in a spa, order a dry Baden wine, and seek out the nearest restaurant for local specialties. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Start at the confluence of three rivers in Pforzheim. Envy the glittering jewelry collection at the famous Schmuckmuseum, and then visit nearby Maulbronn's beautiful 12th-century Cistercian abbey. Spend a night in Calw, and, after a visit to the nearby ruined abbey in Hirsau, head south to Triberg, site of Germany's highest waterfall and the lore of the cuckoo clock. Spend the night in Triberg and on the last day go north to look at the farmhouses at the Open-Air Museum Vogtsbauernhof, near Gutach, before driving along the Schwarzwald-Hochstrasse (Black Forest Highway) from Mummelsee (with a stop at the lake) to Baden-Baden, the best spot for a special evening out. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Begin your trip by following the first two days of the three-day itinerary described above. On the third day continue directly south of Triberg to Furtwangen to survey Germany's largest clock museum. The Titisee, the jewel of the Black Forest lakes, is a good place to spend the third night. After taking some time to enjoy the water, head up the winding road northwest through the Höllental. End your day in Freiburg; its Münster (cathedral) has the most perfect spire of any German Gothic church. On your fourth day, drive north from Freiburg on B-3 through the Baden vineyards to elegant Baden-Baden, where you can soak away your fifth day in thermal waters. 

If You Have 10 Days 

After visiting the attractions near Pforzheim, spend the first two nights in Calw, from which, on the second day, you can visit Hirsau and Weil der Stadt. Freudenstadt is a good base for the next two days; from here make excursions to the Schwarzwälder Freilichtmuseum Vogtsbauernhof in Gutach; Baiersbronn; and Glaswaldsee (Glasswald Lake), near Schapbach. On the fifth day continue on to Triberg to explore its waterfall and cuckoo-clock museum and then to Furtwangen. Spend the fifth and sixth nights near the shores of the Titisee. From the lake, visit the Feldberg, the Black Forest's highest mountain, and the Schluchsee. Spend the following two days and nights in Freiburg, allowing time for the town of Staufen, where the legendary Dr. Faustus made his pact with the devil; the vineyards on the slopes of the Kaiserstuhl; and Germany's biggest amusement park, Europa Park. Finally, drive north through the Rhine Valley for two nights in Baden-Baden. Indulge in the city's attractions and take a trip to nearby Merkur Mountain.

Frankfurt

Overview

Frankfurters likes to think of their city as the secret capital of Germany (and, yes, people in Munich believe the same of their city), partly because of its status as a financial center, but also because of its significance as a transportation hub, and its overall upscale appeal. Dubbed "Mainhattan" -- a nickname owed to the fact that it's the only German city with appreciable skyscrapers -- the city of 652,000 is undoubtedly one of the country's most advanced, modern, and clean places, with some Disneyland-style historic attractions such as the re-built Römerberg. 

Frankfurt also has a reputation for being somewhat dull. For nightlife, locals and visitors alike go "dribbedebach" (Hessian slang for "across the river"), to Sachsenhausen on the southern bank of the Main River. A charming, historic town, Sachenhausen is the place to indulge in the essentials of Hessian Gemütlichkeit -- apple cider, onion breads, and hearty meat dishes.

Best of Frankfurt in 3 Days 

Day 1 

Spend your first morning at the Goethehaus und Goethemuseum and Römerberg Square, with the Römer, Nikolaikirche, Historisches Museum, Paulskirche, and the Kaiserdom all nearby. After viewing the cathedral, continue up Domstrasse to the Museum für Moderne Kunst. Take a midday break before continuing north to Germany's shop-'til-you-drop Zeil district and the Zoologischer Garten, one of Europe's best zoos. End the evening listening to music in the Frankfurter Jazzkeller. 

Day 2 

The entire second day of your stay in Frankfurt can be devoted to the Sachsenhausen museums, starting with the Städelsches Kunstinstitut und Städtische Galerie and the Städtische Galerie Liebieghaus. After dark, explore Sachsenhausen's nightlife. 

Day 3 

On the morning of the third day, see the Naturkundemuseum Senckenberg; it has a famous collection of dinosaurs and giant whales. Afterward visit the nearby Palmengarten und Botanischer Garten, which have climatic zones from tropical to sub-Antarctic and a dazzling range of orchids. Take the U-bahn to Opernplatz, and emerge before the 19th-century splendor of the Alte Oper; lunch on Fressgasse is not far away. In the afternoon, go to the visitors' gallery of the Börse to feel the pulse of Europe's banking capital. Then continue on to the less-worldly Karmeliterkloster. Secularized in 1803, the monastery and buildings house the Museum für Vor- und Frühgeschichte. Just around the corner on the bank of the Main, in the former Rothschild Palais, the Jüdisches Museum tells the 1,000-year story of Frankfurt's Jewish quarter and its end in the Holocaust.

Hamburg

Overview

Known for having the highest number of millionaires in Germany, Hamburg loves to be snobbish -- and rather cool to its guests. It certainly takes time to make friends with the stiff Hanseaten, the proud offspring of the patriarchal leading families of the Free and Hanseatic City of Hamburg. But the city, dominated by lakes, canals, the river Elbe, and Germany's biggest harbour, is undeniably beautiful -- a German Venice on the North Sea. 

Summer is, without question, the best time to visit. Fall, winter, and even spring can be unbearably rainy or misty. But Germany's second-largest city has much to offer, even if the weather isn't cooperating. World-class museums of modern art, the Reeperbahn (no longer a shabby red-light district, but a mix of top musical stages and a thriving, upscale nightlife), some of the most upscale shopping malls in Germany, and many Michelin-starred restaurants offer ample distraction from nature's gloom. 

Best of Hamburg in 2 to 4 Days 

If You Have 2 Days 

Start at the Alster Lakes and head toward the main shopping boulevards of Jungfernstieg and Mönckebergstrasse. A short walk south of Mönckebergstrasse takes you to the majestic Rathaus Square, while a brief walk north on the same street leads to the equally impressive Hauptbahnhof. To the southeast, the Kontorhausviertel is one of the nicest parts of town, a collection of old brick warehouses dating back to the 1920s. 

On your second day, take a quick tour of the Freihafen Hamburg, Hamburg's port. Compare the port's modern warehouses with their antique counterparts on photogenic Deichstrasse in the Altstadt (Old City). You may want to inspect at least one of the city's great churches; a good choice is the city's premier baroque landmark, St. Michaeliskirche. Finally, head over to the Landungsbrücken, the starting point for boat rides in the harbor and along the Elbe River. And don't leave Hamburg without a jaunt down St. Pauli's Reeperbahn. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Begin watching wild animals roam free at Hagenbecks Tierpark. Equally green are the two parks, Planten un Blomen and the Alter Botanischer Garten, in the business district. After exploring the downtown's other attractions, from the Alster to the Hauptbahnhof, detour to the Kunsthalle and the Museum für Kunst und Gewerbe, both showcasing some of the best art in Germany. 

Devote your second day to historic Hamburg and the harbour. Take in the docks and don't miss the Speicherstadt's 19th-century warehouses. After a walk among the charming houses on Deichstrasse, continue on to the meticulously restored Krameramtswohnungen, the late-medieval Shopkeepers' Guild Houses. Next, visit the Museum für Hamburgische Geschichte for an excellent overview of the city's dramatic past. 

Save your third day for St. Pauli. Board one of the boats at the Landungsbrücken for a sightseeing tour through the harbor. One evening should be spent along the Reeperbahn, perhaps including the Erotic Art Museum, one of the few tasteful displays of eroticism on the strip. 

If You Have 4 Days 

To get a glimpse of Hamburg's playful art-nouveau architecture, start the first day west of the lakes at the Dammtorbahnhof and make quick trips to Hagenbecks Tierpark and the Planten un Blomen and Alter Botanischer Garten parks. The inner-city district has many highlights, from the Alster to the Kontorhausviertel, including the Chilehaus and St. Jacobikirche, a medieval church with Gothic altars. 

On the second day, explore Hamburg's past at the harbor and in other old parts of town. Begin with the St. Katharinenkirche, the city's perfectly restored baroque church. Then spend the afternoon at Hamburg's harbor and its historic attractions, from the Freihafen Hamburg to Krameramtswohnungen, including the Alte St. Nikolaikirche, a church ruin now preserved as a memorial. End the day by viewing the city from the giant Bismarck-Denkmal. 

Spend a third day in St. Pauli. 

On the fourth day, return to the Landungsbrücken and embark on a boat ride to the village of Blankenese and the historic ships at the Museumshafen Övelgönne.

Heidelberg

Overview

For many visitors, Heidelberg is quintessential Germany; for many Germans, Heidelberg is quintessential German tourism. The medieval town is full of cobblestone alleys, half-timber houses, vineyards, castles, wine pubs, and Germany's oldest university -- all of which attract crowds of camera-carrying vacationers, particularly in the summer. Still, if you're looking for a fairy-tale town, Heidelberg is it, and the city is a good starting point for the driving tour known as the Burgenstrasse, or Castle Road. This route makes its way through the Neckar Valley, passing fortresses and villages all the way south to the Schwabenländle, the German nickname for the Swabian cities of Stuttgart, Heilbronn, and Tübingen.

Sights & Activities 

If any city in Germany encapsulates the spirit of the country, it is Heidelberg. Scores of poets and composers -- virtually the entire 19th-century German Romantic movement -- have sung its praises. Goethe and Mark Twain both fell in love here: the German writer with a beautiful young woman, the American author with the city itself. Sigmund Romberg set his operetta The Student Prince in the city; Carl Maria von Weber wrote his lushly Romantic opera Der Freischütz here. Composer Robert Schumann was a student at the university. The campaign these artists waged on behalf of the town has been astoundingly successful. Heidelberg's fame is out of all proportion to its size (population 140,000); more than 3½ million visitors crowd its streets every year. 

Heidelberg was the political center of the Rhineland Palatinate. At the end of the Thirty Years' War (1618-48), the elector Carl Ludwig married his daughter to the brother of Louis XIV in the hope of bringing peace to the Rhineland. But when the elector's son died without an heir, Louis XIV used the marriage alliance as an excuse to claim Heidelberg, and in 1689 the town was sacked and laid to waste. Four years later he sacked the town again. From its ashes arose what you see today: a baroque town built on Gothic foundations, with narrow, twisting streets and alleyways. Modern Heidelberg changed under the influence of U.S. army barracks and industrial development stretching into the suburbs, but the old heart of the city remains intact, exuding the spirit of romantic Germany. 

Munich

Overview

Chic and cosmopolitan, carefree and kitschy. Bavaria's capital and one of Germany's biggest cities, Munich has more than its share of great museums, architectural treasures, historic sites, and world-class shops, restaurants, and hotels. The same could be said of its abundance of lederhosen and oompah bands. But it's the overall feeling of Gemütlichkeit, or conviviality, that makes the city so special. Tourists flock to Munich year-round, but festival dates -- especially Fasching, or Carnival, in the winter, and Oktoberfest in the fall -- draw the most. 

As Munich is the world capital of beer and beer culture, you should definitely try some of the local brew, either in one of the larger, noisier beer halls or in a smaller Kneipe, a bar where all types of people get together for basic meals and beer. When the first spring rays of sun begin warming the air, Müncheners flock to their famous beer gardens, where tourists and locals alike gather in the shade of massive chestnut trees. The city's most famous festival, the beer-soaked Oktoberfest, started as an agricultural fair held on the occasion of a royal marriage and has now become one of the biggest public festivals in the world, spawning imitators around the globe. 

The other Munich is one of refinement and sophistication, high-fashion boutiques and five-star restaurants. Various "all-nighter" events throughout the year celebrate museum-going, literature, and musical performances. The city's appreciation of the arts began under the kings and dukes of the Wittelsbach Dynasty, which ruled Bavaria for more than 750 years until 1918. The Wittelsbach legacy is alive and well in the city's fabulous museums, the Opera House, the Philharmonic, and much more. 

Munich's cleanliness, safety, and comfortable pace give it an ever so slightly rustic feeling, despite the fact that it's a relatively large, prosperous city. This, combined with broad sidewalks, endless shops and eateries, views of the Alps, and a huge green park that easily gives Central Park a run for its money, the English Garden, makes Munich one of Germany's most enjoyable cities. 

Best of Munich in 5 Days 

Day 1

Visit the tourist information office at the Hauptbahnhof (main train station) and then head for one of the cafés at the nearby pedestrian shopping zone to get your bearings (try the cafeteria at the Hertie department store on the square opposite the train station or at the Mövenpick in the beautiful Künstlerhaus on Lenbachplatz). You can see the highlights of the city center and royal Munich in one day. Plan an eastward course across (or rather under) Karlsplatz and into Neuhauserstrasse and Kaufingerstrasse, plunging into this busy center of commerce. You can escape the crowds inside one of the three churches that punctuate the route: the Bürgersaal, the Michaelskirche, or the Frauenkirche, a soaring Gothic cathedral. Try to arrive in the city's central square, Marienplatz, in time for the 11 AM performance of the glockenspiel in the tower of the neo-Gothic Neues Rathaus (New Town Hall). Proceed to the city market, the Viktualienmarkt, for lunch, and then head a few blocks north for an afternoon visit to the Residenz, the rambling palace of the Wittelsbach rulers. End your first day with coffee at Munich's oldest café, the Tambosi, or sip an early-evening cocktail at Käfer's, both on Odeonsplatz. 

Day 2 

On your second day, go on one of the guided bicycle tours which are non-strenuous but will cover more ground than your first day. They're very educational, giving you a better feel for some specific museums or highlights you may want to go back to for a closer look. You'll be shown things like the Englischer Garden (where you stop for a beer), the Maximilianeum, the Peace Angel, and the Haus der Kunst. After the tour is over you can meander over the river at Isartor to the Deutsches Museum, an incredible collection of science and technology for all ages and personality types. 

Day 3 

On the third day take a closer look at some of the world-class museums. Simply walk north to Königsplatz, meandering past the Grecian-style pavilions there on your way to the Alte and Neue Pinakothek museums and the Pinakothek der Moderne. You may not be able to see all of them in one day. After the museums, you can walk east to Ludwigstrasse and make your way south back toward Odeonsplatz and Marienplatz. 

Day 4 

On the fourth day venture out to suburban Nymphenburg for a visit to Schloss Nymphenburg, the Wittelsbachs' summer residence. Allow a whole day to view the palace's buildings and its museums and to stroll through its lovely park, breaking for lunch at the restaurant in the botanical garden. 

Day 5 

On the fifth day, tour the Olympiapark in the morning. Ride to the top of the Olympic Tower for the best view of Munich and the surrounding countryside. Then either take a walk along the surprisingly quiet city banks of the Isar River or visit one of the two villa-museums, the Museum Villa Stuck or the Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus. The latter is huge and has a popular café.

Saxony

Overview

The people of Saxony, a once almost-forgotten corner of Germany near the Czech and Polish borders, identify themselves more as Saxon than German, and their somewhat indecipherable dialect is the target of endless jokes and puns. However, Saxon pride is rebuilding three cities magnificently: Dresden and Leipzig -- the showcase cities of eastern Germany -- and the smaller town of Görlitz, on the Neisse River. If you make your way from Dresden to the West, you can cut north to the Elbe River and the enchanting little city of Meissen. 

Best of Saxony in 3 to 7 Days 

If You Have 3 Days 

Spend your first day and night in Dresden, with its impressive Zwinger complex and fine museums. Set out the next afternoon for Meissen, to see how its famous porcelain is produced. Continue northwest to spend the next two nights in Leipzig, where Bach once resided. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Spend your first day and night in Dresden. Finish taking in its splendors in the morning and continue to Meissen, stopping long enough for a visit to the porcelain factory, before ending the day in Leipzig. On the third day, head north to the birthplace of Martin Luther and the Reformation, Wittenberg. An indirect route then takes you to the old Harz Mountain towns of Quedlinburg, Wernigerode, and Goslar, the unofficial capital of the Harz region. Drive south to Eisenach, and prowl through the Wartburg Castle, where Luther translated the Bible in hiding. The final stops are Erfurt, a city of towers that mostly managed to escape wartime bombing, and Weimar, where you might want to peek into its most famous hotel, the charming and luxurious Elephant. 

If You Have 7 Days 

Your first day and night should be fully devoted to the various sights in Dresden. The next day, explore the Sächsische Schweiz, a mountainous region south of the city. Depending on how long you hiked through the mountains, you should still have enough time to drive to the Polish-border town of Görlitz. Spend the night there and travel to Meissen, and then follow a northern route on A-14 autobahn to Leipzig, spending the rest of the day there. Leave enough time in Leipzig for visits to its outstanding museums, including the Grassimuseum complex and the Museum der Bildenden Künste. On your fourth and fifth days, from Leipzig drive back to the sights at Halle before touring the old towns of Wittenberg and Quedlinburg. You can spend the nights in any of the Harz towns and venture into the mountains for some fresh air. The sixth day is best spent at the Wartburg in Eisenach, which can be reached by following either the country roads or the autobahn from the Harz Mountains toward the south. From there, proceed to Erfurt and Weimar. Spend your last day either in both cities or concentrate fully on the culture and museums in Weimar. If time permits, also detour to Jena.

Stuttgart

Overview

Heilbronn, Stuttgart, and Tübingen are all part of the ancient province of Swabia, a region strongly influenced by Protestantism and Calvinism. The inhabitants speak the Swabian dialect of German. Heilbronn lies on both sides of the Neckar. Stuttgart, the capital of the state of Baden-Würtemberg and one of Germany's leading industrial cities, is surrounded by hills on three sides, with the fourth side opening up toward its river harbor. The medieval town of Tübingen clings to steep slopes and hilltops above the Neckar. 

Sights & Activities 

Stuttgart 

Stuttgart is a place of fairly extreme contradictions. It has been called, among other things, "Germany's biggest small town" and "the city where work is a pleasure." For centuries Stuttgart, whose name derives from Stutengarten, or "stud farm," remained a pastoral backwater along the Neckar. Then the Industrial Revolution propelled the city into the machine age, after which it was leveled in World War II. Since then Stuttgart has regained its position as one of Germany's top industrial centers. 

Here, Schaffen -- "doing, achieving" -- is an inherent feature of the modus operandi. This is Germany's can-do city, whose natives have turned out Mercedes-Benz and Porsche cars, Bosch electrical equipment, and a host of other products exported worldwide. Yet Stuttgart is also a city of culture and the arts, with world-class museums, opera, and a ballet company. Moreover, it's the domain of fine local wines; the vineyards actually approach the city center in a rim of green hills. Forests, vineyards, meadows, and orchards compose more than half the city, which is enclosed on three sides by woods. 

An ideal introduction to the contrasts of Stuttgart is a guided city bus tour. Included is a visit to the needle-nose TV tower, high on a mountaintop above the city, affording stupendous views. Built in 1956, it was the first of its kind in the world. The tourist office also offers superb walking tours. On your own, the best place to begin exploring Stuttgart is the Hauptbahnhof (main train station, opposite the tourist office); from there walk down the pedestrian street Königstrasse to Schillerplatz, a small, charming square named after the 18th-century poet and playwright Friedrich Schiller, who was born in nearby Marbach. It's surrounded by historic buildings, many of them rebuilt after the war. 

Tübingen 

With its half-timber houses, winding alleyways, and hilltop setting overlooking the Neckar, Tübingen provides the quintessential German experience. The medieval flavor is quite authentic, as the town was untouched by wartime bombings. Dating to the 11th century, Tübingen flourished as a trade center; its weights and measures and currency were the standard through much of the area. The town declined in importance after the 14th century, when it was taken over by the counts of Württemberg. Between the 14th and the 19th centuries, its size hardly changed as it became a university and residential town, its castle the only symbol of ruling power. 

Yet Tübingen hasn't been sheltered from the world. It resonates with a youthful air. Even more than Heidelberg, Tübingen is virtually synonymous with its university, a leading center of learning since it was founded in 1477. Illustrious students of yesteryear include the astronomer Johannes Kepler and the philosopher G. W. F. Hegel. The latter studied at the Protestant theological seminary, still a cornerstone of the university's international reputation. One of Hegel's roommates was Friedrich Hölderlin, a visionary poet who succumbed to madness in his early thirties. Tübingen's population is around 83,000, of which at least 20,000 are students. During term time it can be hard to find a seat in pubs and cafés; during vacations the town sometimes seems deserted. The best way to see and appreciate Tübingen is simply to stroll around, soaking up its age-old atmosphere of quiet erudition. 

Heilbronn 

Most of the leading sights in Heilbronn are grouped in and around the Marktplatz. The sturdy Rathaus, built in the Gothic style in 1417 and remodeled during the Renaissance, dominates the square. 

Bebenhausen 

If you blink, you'll miss the turnoff for the little settlement of Bebenhausen, and that would be a shame, because it's really worth a visit.

Greece:
Athens
Cyclades with Mykonos & Santorini
Peloponnese
Athens

Overview

In Greece, all roads lead to Athens, the capital city that is both the birthplace of Western civilization and a bustling boomtown that re-created itself for the Olympic Games in 2004. Athenians take the juxtaposition of ancient splendor and cacophonous modernity with good-natured appreciation, and you would be wise to do likewise. 

Raise your eyes nearly anywhere and you're likely to be stopped in your tracks by the sight of the Acropolis, where Pericles rose to the heights of power and creative achievement, with the construction of the Parthenon and Propylaea. After a time-trip to the golden age of Greece, explore modern Athens's patchwork of neighborhoods to get a sense of the history of this gregarious city, its people, and what lies beyond the ubiquitous modern concrete facades. Take in a twilight view from Athenians' favorite "violet-crowned" aerie, Mt. Lycabettus, and drink in the twinkling lights of the metropolis that is home to more than 4 million souls, still growing and still counting. 

To leave the whirl of cars behind, stroll through the 19th-century Plaka district, where pastel-hue houses and vestiges of an earlier, simpler life keep beloved traditions intact. Pay a call on the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier in Syntagma Square -- if you catch the changing of the Evzone Guard here, the sight of a soldier in 19th-century ceremonial garb parading in front of a funeral oration by Pericles will put the many layers of Athens perfectly in perspective. 

Best of Athens in 1 to 5 Days 

If you're planning a quick day in Athens before heading off elsewhere on the mainland or to an island, concentrate on the city's don't-miss classical sights, from the Acropolis to the National Archaeological Museum. In three days you can explore some key neighborhoods as well as monuments from the classical, Roman, and Byzantine periods; add two more days and you can take in some of the prettier suburbs, head to the beach, or check out new galleries. 

If You Have 1 Day 

Early in the morning, pay homage to Athens's most impressive monument, the Acropolis. Then descend through Anafiotika, the closest thing you'll find to an island village on the mainland. Explore the 19th-century quarter of Plaka, with its neoclassical houses, and stop for lunch at one of its many tavernas. Do a little bargaining with the merchants in the old Turkish bazaar around Monastiraki Square. Spend a couple of hours in the afternoon taking in the stunning collection of antiquities in the National Archaeological Museum (check to be sure it's open); then pass by Syntagma Square to watch the changing of the costumed Evzone guards in front of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. You can then window-shop or people-watch in the tony neighborhood of Kolonaki. Nearby, take the funicular up to Mt. Lycabettus for the sunset before enjoying a show at the Odeon of Herod Atticus, followed by dinner in the funky district of Psirri. 

If You Have 3 Days 

After a morning tour of the Acropolis, stop at the Acropolis Museum to view sculptures found on the site (note that the museum is in the process of moving to a new location below the Acropolis). Continue through Anafiotika and Plaka, making sure to stop at the Greek Folk Art Museum, the Roman Agora, and the Little Mitropolis church on the outskirts of the quarter. After a late lunch, detour to Hadrian's Arch and the Temple of Olympian Zeus, Athens's most important Roman monuments. In Syntagma Square, watch the changing of the Evzone guards, and then head to Kolonaki, followed by an ouzo on the slopes of Mt. Lycabettus at I Prasini Tenta, with its panorama of the Acropolis and the sea. Dine in a local taverna (Karavitis and Aphrodite are good choices), perhaps near the Panathenaic Stadium -- in Pangrati, the National Gardens, or around the Temple of Zeus -- which is lighted at night. 

On Day 2, visit the cradle of democracy, the ancient Agora, site of Greece's best-preserved Doric temple, the Hephaistion. Explore the Monastiraki area, including the tiny Byzantine Kapnikarea Church, which stands in the middle of the street. In Monastiraki you can snack on the city's best souvlaki, then hop the metro to Piraeus to explore its neighborhoods and feast on fish in Mikrolimano harbor. 

On the third day, start early for the National Archaeological Museum, breaking for lunch in one of the city's mezedopoleia. Swing through the city center, past the Old University complex, a vestige of King Otho's reign, to the Goulandris Cycladic and Greek Ancient Art Museum in Kolonaki or the more recent artifacts in the Benaki Museum down the street. Stroll through the National Garden. Complete the evening with ballet or pop music at the Odeon of Herod Atticus, a movie at a therina (open-air cinema), or, in winter, a concert at the Megaron Musikis/Athens Concert Hall. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Spend your first three days as detailed above. On the fourth, see the Byzantine Museum, which houses Christian art from the 4th to the 19th century; then visit either the Goulandris Cycladic and Greek Ancient Art Museum or the Benaki Museum -- whichever you missed on Day 3. Another option is to check out the city's contemporary art scene at Technopolis or Athinais. In the evening, splurge on a meal at Aristera-Dexia; then dance the tsifteteli (the Greek version of a belly dance) to Asia Minor blues in a rembetika club, or, if it's summer, visit the coastal stretch where the bars stay open until dawn. 

On the last day, elbow your way through the boisterous Central Market; then visit some of the many galleries that dot the area. Cut over to Kerameikos, Athens's ancient cemetery. After lunch in Thission, try a complete change from the urban pace: take the metro to the lovely suburb of Kifissia and view the grand homes from a horse-drawn carriage, shop, or relax in one of the many cafés. As an alternative, catch a bus near the Zappion hall entrance of the National Garden and head to one of the government-run beaches in Varkiza, Vouliagmeni, or Voula.

Cyclades islands

Overview

The Cyclades islands compose a quintessential, pristine Mediterranean archipelago, with ancient sites, droves of vineyards and olive trees, and stark whitewashed cubist houses, all seemingly crystallized in a backdrop of lapis lazuli. The six major stars in this island constellation in the central Aegean Sea -- Andros, Tinos, Mykonos, Naxos, Paros, and Santorini -- are well visited but still lure with a magnificent fusion of sunlight, stone, and sparkling aqua sea. They also promise culture and flaunt hedonism: ancient sites, Byzantine castles and museums, lively nightlife, shops, restaurants, and beaches simple and sophisticated. 

Mountainous Andros, the most northern of the main islands, is wealthy and dignified, good for anyone who appreciates history, museums, and quiet evenings. The too-fierce winds and too-few good beaches of Tinos are no deterrent to the hardy souls who come on pilgrimages to the Church of the Evangelistria and the island's 799 other churches and then stay on to explore the ornamented villages and fanciful dovecotes. 

On Mykonos, backpackers and jet-setters alike share the beautiful shores and the famous, Dionysian nightlife, but the old ways of life continue in fishing ports and along mazelike town streets. Uninhabited and ruin-strewn Delos, just a short boat trip away from Mykonos, is a sacred island that was once the religious center of the ancient world. Naxos, the greenest of the Cyclades, has the remains of Venetian fortifications as well as Mycenaean sites. Paros, west of Naxos and known for its golden sand beaches and fishing villages, as well as the pretty town of Naousa, takes the summer overflow crowd from Mykonos. 

There's no shortage of worldly pleasures on Santorini, the most southern of the islands, from shopping to yachting, but pastimes need be no more fancy than climbing up a snakelike staircase to the top of the 1,000-foot-cliffs encircling Santorini's flooded caldera or simply gazing out to sea across the cubes of Fira's Cycladic architecture (blindingly white except for colorful doors and shutters). 

Best of the Cyclades in 3 to 8 Days 

There is no bad itinerary for the Cyclades. The islands differ remarkably, and are all beautiful. It is possible to "see" any island in a day, for they are small and the "must-see" sights are few -- Delos, Santorini's caldera, the Minoan site at Akrotiri, and Paros's Hundred Doors Church. So planning a trip depends on your sense of inclusiveness, your restlessness, your energy, and your ability to accommodate changing boat schedules. 

If You Have 3 Days 

In summer, when high-speed ferries and fast interisland boats run frequently, you can easily visit both Mykonos and Santorini in three days. On Mykonos- you can spend the first day and evening enjoying appealing Mykonos town, where a maze of beautiful streets are lined with shops, bars, restaurants, and discos; spend time on one of the splendid beaches; and, if you want to indulge in some hedonism, partake of the wild nightlife. 

The next morning take the local boat to nearby Delos- for one of the great classical sites in the Aegean; you'll be back in time to board a fast boat to Santorini. Once you've settled in, have a sunset drink on a terrace overlooking the caldera, one of the world's great sights; you'll find many view-providing watering holes in Fira, the capital, or Ia, Greece's most-photographed village. The next day, visit the extensive prehistoric site at Akrotiri and the Museum of Prehistoric Thera; then have a swim one of the black-sand beaches at Kamari or Perissa. 

Alternatively, say if off-season boat schedules make it too difficult to visit both Santorini and Mykonos in so short a time, after a day and a morning on Mkyonos and Delos go to nearby Tinos. Here, you can visit Greece's most popular pilgrimage site and also drive through beautiful villages, such as Kardiani. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Follow the three-day itinerary for Mykonos- (and Delos-) and Santorini- above, but between Mykonos and Santorini pull into Naxos. Plan on arriving from Mykonos in the late afternoon or evening, and begin with a predinner stroll around Naxos town, visiting the Portara (an ancient landmark), the castle, and other sights in the old quarter. The next morning, visit the Archaeological Museum; then drive through the island's mountainous center for spectacular views. Along the way, visit such sights as the Panayia Drosiani, a church near Moni noted for 7th-century frescoes; the marble-paved village of Apeiranthos; and the Temple of Demeter. If you have time, stop for a swim at one of the beaches facing Paros, say Mikri Vigla; then board a fast boat for the sail down to Santorini, arriving in time to see the sun set over the caldera. 

If You Have 8 Days

If you want a good overview of the Cyclades, with time out for some hiking, visits to Byzantine churches, and relaxation, begin with a day and a night in elegant, nontouristy Andros, where you might want to settle into Andros town for the night or, if you want to be on the beach, Batsi. Spend the morning and early afternoon of the next day driving around the island to explore its small villages and lush mountainsides. The next stop is Tinos, for an overnight in Tinos town and, the next morning, a visit to Panayia Evangelistria (Church of the Annunciate Virgin), Greece's most popular pilgrimage site, and a few of the island's many beautiful villages, including Pirgos. 

Then it's on to Mykonos- for two days and nights, with a visit to Delos, some downtime on one of the island's splendid beaches, and visits to such sights as the Archaeological Museum and the Monastery of the Panayia Tourliani in Ano Mera. Continue south for an overnight on Naxos, where you'll want to see Naxos town and to make at least a short drive into the mountainous center. Then head to Paros, where you should enjoy a meal in the little fishing harbor of Naousa and, on a morning drive around the island, visit the lovely mountain village of Lefkes. 

Finally, it's time to head to beautiful Santorini- for the final two days of the itinerary. Should you have time and energy, you may well decide to continue exploring the other Cycladic islands, especially Siphnos and Melos -- all have their own beauties.

Northern Peloponnese

Overview

The Northern Peloponnese -- with Olympia, Mycenae, and Nafplion among its jewels -- is blessed with rugged natural beauty and the intriguing remains of great kingdoms and empires of past eras. Separated from the north by a narrow isthmus, the Northern Peloponnese comprises the Argive peninsula, jutting into the Aegean, and runs westward past the isthmus and along the Gulf of Corinth to the Adriatic coast. 

Practically a stone's throw from the Corinth Canal spread the vestiges of the ancient city of Corinth, and just south of that is the superbly preserved 4th-century BC Theater at Epidauros. You can appreciate its perfect acoustics during the annual summer drama festival. Olympia hosted the games that originated here in 776 BC, and this sanctuary of Zeus and once-thriving city has lost none of its appeal; art lovers flock to the archaeological museum to marvel at the Hermes of Praxiteles. 

Even more ancient is the city of Mycenae -- the fabled realm of Agamemnon -- where you can explore the Lion Gate and other archaeological discoveries of Heinrich Schliemann. Mycenae's satellite, Tiryns, was also a center of wealth and power as early as the 17th century BC. Later empire builders -- Byzantines, Venetians, and Turks -- created the city of Nafplion, with its harmonious assemblage of medieval churches, Turkish mansions, stone stairs, fountains, tree-shaded plazas, and mighty offshore fortress. 

It's not that the southern realms of the Peloponnesian peninsula aren't endowed with their fair share of ancient splendors. The scant remains of Sparta -- the city-state that made war and austerity its motto -- are here, as are the hilltop Temple of Apollo at Bassae, the intact walls of Ancient Messene, and the even older Mycenaean ruins of Nestor's Palace. But medieval monuments of mellow stone make the most striking statements in this sun-drenched landscape of olive groves and mighty mountain ranges. 

Mystras, whose golden-hue palaces and monasteries adorn an herb-scented mountainside, saw the last hurrah of the Byzantine emperors in the 14th century. Monemvassia, another Byzantine stronghold, clings to a rock that seems to erupt from the sea; the town's narrow streets tempt you to linger for a night or two in a centuries-old house. 

Much of the region's charm has nothing to do with past civilizations, though. The pretty ports of Pylos and Methoni dispense a Greek tonic of blue sea, cloudless sky, and sandy beach (the beaches in this region are some of the finest and least developed in Greece). Gythion is the gateway to another world altogether -- the mysterious Mani, a wild region that plunges south across barren mountains to land's end and the entrance to the mythical Underworld. Tower houses jutting from the Mani's craggy landscape are reminders of the clan feuds of centuries past. 

Sights & Activities 

The gods of ancient Greece blessed the Northern Peloponnese with natural beauty, and forgotten civilizations left behind their mysteries. The region includes several distinct geographical areas: on the eastern side are the Argolid plain and the Corinthiad, where Tiryns and Epidauros are. Here, too, the ruined city of Mycenae, with giant tombs to the heroes of Homer's Iliad, stands sentinel over the plain, where warriors once assembled en route to Troy. Nearby Nafplion, with its ancient Greek, Venetian, and Turkish edifices jutting into the Bay of Argos, is the most beautiful city in Greece. 

On the western side are the provinces of Achaea and Elis, home of Ancient Olympia and the scattered remains of the ancient Olympic stadium, and the bustling port city of Patras. The easiest way to get around the Northern Peloponnese is by car, on the region's well-maintained and well-marked roads. Corinth, Nemea, Tiryns, Argos, and Epidauros are within easy reach of Nafplion, and when it comes time to venture farther, it's easy to get to other parts of the Peloponnese via the E65, a four-lane highway. 

Politically, the Southern Peloponnese is divided into regions established by the ancients -- Messinia in the southwest, Laconia in the southeast, and Arcadia to the north. Massive mountain ranges sweep down the fingers of the peninsula; the beaches are some of the finest and least developed in Greece. For the traveler, the area is best divided into the three regions listed above and the rugged Mani, which is separated from the rest of the Peloponnese by the Taygettus range (part of the Mani is administered by Messinia and the other part by Laconia). Arcadia is the most accessible region from Athens, and Messinia and Laconia are nearby. The Mani is well worth the trip to the southern tip of the region. 

Hungary:
Budapest
Budapest

Overview

Hungary is a link between Eastern and Western Europe. New investment is revitalizing the country, and grand old Budapest is slowly being restored. It's the country's cultural, political, intellectual, and commercial heart -- and it teems with cafés, restaurants, markets, and bars. 

Budapest offers breathtaking Old World grandeur and thriving cultural life. Situated on both banks of the Danube River, the city unites the colorful hills of Buda and the wide, businesslike boulevards of Pest. Much of the charm of a visit to Budapest lies in unexpected glimpses into shadowy courtyards and in long vistas down sunlit cobbled streets. Although some 30,000 buildings were destroyed during World War II and in the 1956 Revolution, the past lingers on in the often crumbling architectural details of the antique structures that remain. 

Hungary is famous for its medicinal spas, and Budapest alone has some 14 historic working baths. They attract everyone from ailing patients to tourists, all of whom want to soak in the relaxing waters and experience some therapeutic treatments. 

There's plenty to do in Budapest, but some visitors travel southwest to explore the spa resorts, vineyards, and quaint villages that dot the area around Lake Balaton -- the largest lake in Central Europe. Others take side-trips north, to the romantic and historic towns along the Danube. Yet for the 20% of the nation's population who live in Budapest, anywhere else is simply vidék ("the country"). 

Sights & Activities 

Most of the major sights of Budapest are on Várhegy (Castle Hill), a long, narrow plateau laced with cobblestone streets, clustered with beautifully preserved Baroque, Gothic, and Renaissance houses, and crowned by the magnificent Royal Palace(Királyi Palota, in Hungarian). 

Iceland

Overview

An eerie moonscape under a mystical subarctic sky greets you on the highway from Keflavík International Airport into Reykjavík, Iceland's capital. The low terrain is barely covered by its thin scalp of luminescent green moss. Although trees are few and far between, an occasional scrawny shrub clings to a rock outcropping. The air smells different -- clean and crisp -- and it's so clear that on a sunny day you can see for miles. 

Welcome to Iceland, one of the most dramatic natural spectacles on this planet. It is a land of dazzling white glaciers and black sands, blue hot springs, rugged lava fields, and green, green valleys. This North Atlantic island offers insight into the ferocious powers of nature, ranging from the still-warm lava from the 1973 Vestmannaeyjar (Westman Islands) and the 2000 Mt. Hekla volcanic eruptions to the chilling splendor of the Vatnajökull Glacier. More than 80% of the island's 103,000 square km (40,000 square mi) is uninhabited. Ice caps cover 11% of the country, more than 50% is barren, 6% consists of lakes and rivers, and less than 2% of the land is cultivated. There's hardly a tree to be seen in most of the country, making the few birches, wildflowers, and delicate vegetation all the more lovely in contrast. Contrary to the country's forbidding name, the climate is surprisingly mild in winter, although in summer you're unlikely to be comfortable in just a T-shirt and shorts. 

Surrounded by the sea, the Icelanders have become great fishermen, and fish remains the cornerstone of the economy. Seafood exports pay for imported foodstuffs and other goods, all of which could not be produced economically in such a small society. Because of importation needs and high value-added taxes on most goods and services, prices tend toward the steep side. Hotels and restaurants are pricey, but with a little digging you can usually find inexpensive alternatives. Tipping in restaurants is not required. 

Iceland is the westernmost outpost of Europe, 800 km (500 mi) from the nearest European landfall, Scotland, and nearly 1,600 km (1,000 mi) from Copenhagen, the country's administrative capital during Danish rule from 1380 to 1918. So far north -- part of the country touches the Arctic Circle -- Iceland has the usual Scandinavian long hours of darkness in winter. Maybe this is why Icelanders are such good chess players (Iceland played host to the memorable Fischer-Spassky match of 1972). Such long nights may also explain why, per capita, more books are written, printed, purchased, and read in Iceland than anywhere else in the world. It's no surprise that the birthrate is unusually high for Europe, too. 

Best of Iceland in 3 to 6 Days 

With only a few days on your hands, you can experience a fair number of Iceland's major attractions. You can take organized day trips from Reykjavík or explore the surrounding area yourself with a rental car. Ask travel agents or tour operators about special offers within Iceland that allow you to fly one way and take a bus the other. Theoretically, you can drive the Ring Road -- the most scenic route, which skirts the entire Iceland coast -- in two days, but that pace qualifies as rally-race driving, and you won't see much. You should plan on at least a week to travel the Ring Road, enjoying roadside sightseeing and relaxing in the tranquil environment along the way. Side jaunts add significant time, as secondary roads are often not paved. When traveling outside Reykjavík, always allow plenty of time to make it back for departing flights. 

If You Have 3-4 Days 

Start by taking a leisurely tour of Reykjavík. The mix of the old and new in the capital's midtown is seen in the 19th-century Alþingishús and the Ráðhús, barely a decade old. Colorful rooftops abound, and ornate gingerbread can be spotted on the well-kept older buildings. Make sure you visit one of the seven outdoor thermal swimming pools, a great way to relax after a day of sightseeing and fun for the whole family. 

On Day 2 head out to the countryside for the famous Golden Circle tour, and take in the spectacular Gullfoss waterfall, the Geysir hot springs area, and Þingvellir National Park. There are many organized tours that cover this route, or you can rent a car yourself. 

If you leave on Day 3, stop at the surreal Blue Lagoon, for a late morning-early afternoon dip that will leave you refreshed and is only 20 minutes from the airport if you have an afternoon flight connection. 

If you have an extra day, wake up early and head north to the Snæfellsnes Peninsula on Iceland's west coast. The Hvalfjörður tunnel cuts travel time dramatically. On emerging from the tunnel, bypass the town of Akranes and drive north to Borgarnes. Just north of it, turn west (left) on Route 54 out on the peninsula and head to the tiny village of Arnarstapi. If you left the capital before 9 AM, here is a good place to have lunch and take a stroll along the shore, watch small boats come and go, and marvel at the seabirds as they dive and soar. Afterward, enter Iceland's newest national park, Snæfellsjökull, and marvel at the mystical moods of this mountain as you circle north to Ólafsvík en route to Stykkishólmur. It takes a little over two hours to drive back to Reykjavík from here. 

If You Have 6 Days 

Complete the three full days of the tour above. Then you have two options: 

Option 1 -- Northern Journey: On the morning of Day 4 fly northeast to Akureyri. With a rental car visit the numerous historical houses here, such as Matthíasarhús,Nonnahús,Laxdalshús, and Davíðshús. After lunch, take some time at the Lystigarðurinn. Next drive east to the Lake Mývatn area, taking in Goðafoss and maybe even Dettifoss along the way. Spend a good part of Day 5 around Mývatn, visiting Dimmuborgir lava formations, Námaskarð sulfur springs, and the shoreline birding areas. Return to Akureyri and stay the fifth night (or you can take the last flight back to Reykjavík). On Day 6, leave the north on a morning flight back to Reykjavík, and if time permits, duck in for a quick dip in the Blue Lagoon. 

Option 2 -- Southern Gems: Leave Reykjavík early on Day 4 and take your rental car south along Highway 1 through the towns of Hveragerði and Selfoss and past the stunning waterfalls of Skogafoss and Seljalandsfoss, beneath the glacier Eyjafjallajökull (each is off a short spur road). The sea arch of Dyrólaey, with its beautiful black beach, is just before the town of Vík, where you can spend the night. Continue east on Day 5 over wide lava flows and broad sandy plains to Skaftafell National Park and, farther east, to the Jökulsárlón glacial lagoon, where you can take a boat trip through the chunks of glacier floating in the water. Turn around and retrace your route west, where you can spend the night near Hella. Leave early on Day 6 to head toward the airport, through the villages of Stokksheyri and Eyjarbakki, stopping for a dip in the Blue Lagoon if there's time.

Ireland:
Belfast
Dublin
Western Ireland with Galway
Southwest Ireland with Cork & Killarney
Belfast

Overview

Belfast was a great Victorian success story, an industrial boomtown whose prosperity was built on trade -- especially linen and shipbuilding. Famously (or infamously), the Titanic was built here, giving Belfast, for a while, the nickname "Titanic Town." The key word here, of course, is was -- linen is no longer a major industry, and shipbuilding is greatly diminished. 

For two decades, news about Belfast meant news about the Troubles -- until the 1994 cease-fire. Since then, Northern Ireland's capital city has benefited from major hotel investment, gentrified quaysides (or strands), a heralded performing arts center, and strenuous efforts on the part of the tourist board to claim a share of the visitors pouring into the Emerald Isle. Although the 1996 bombing of offices at the Canary Wharf in London disrupted the 1994 peace agreement, cease-fire was officially reestablished on July 20, 1997, and this embattled city began its quest for a newfound identity. 

 Magnificent Victorian structures still line the streets of the city center, but instead of housing linen mills or cigarette factories, they are home to chic new hotels and fashionable bars. Smart restaurants abound, and the people of Belfast, who for years would not venture out of their districts, appear to be making up for lost time. Each area of the city has changed considerably in the new peaceful era, but perhaps none more than the docklands around the Harland and Wolff shipyards, whose historic and enormous cranes, known to the locals as Sampson and Goliath, still dominate the city's skyline. New developments are springing up all around the now-deserted shipyards, from luxury hotels to modern office blocks. 

In the west of the city, the physical scars of the Troubles are still evident, from the peace line that divides Catholic and Protestant West Belfast to the murals on every gable wall. Visitors are discovering that it's safe to venture beyond the city center; indeed, backpackers are becoming a regular sight on the Falls Road, and taxi tours of these once troubled areas are more popular than ever. As ever, Belfast remains a fascinating place. Emerging from the throes of a major historical transition, the city is home to some of the warmest, wryest people in all of Ireland -- all with a palpable will to move forward. 

Sights & Activities 

Belfast is a fairly compact city, 167 km (104 mi) north of Dublin. The city center is made up of three roughly contiguous areas that are easy to navigate on foot; from the south end to the north it is about an hour's leisurely walk. 

Dublin

Overview

Ask any Dubliner what's happening and you may hear echoes of one of W. B. Yeats's most-quoted lines: "All changed, changed utterly." You can practically hear the roar as this old city on the western shore of the Irish Sea transforms itself into Western Europe's fastest-growing urban tourist destination -- a center of new construction and restoration. 

Even though it has shown recent signs of slowing down, "the Celtic Tiger" -- the nickname given to the roaring Irish economy -- has turned Dublin into a boomtown. Elegant shops and hotels, galleries, art-house cinemas, coffeehouses, and a stunning variety of restaurants have sprung up on almost every street in the capital. 

 Roughly half of the Irish Republic's population of 3.6 million people live in Dublin and its suburbs. It's a city of young people -- astonishingly so. Students from all over Ireland attend Trinity College and the city's dozen other universities and colleges. On weekends, their counterparts from Paris, London, and Rome fly in, swelling the city's youthful contingent, crowding its pubs and clubs to overflowing. After graduating, more and more young people are sticking around rather than emigrating to New York or London, filling the raft of new jobs set up by multinational corporations and contributing to the hubbub that's evident everywhere. 

All this development has not been without growing pains. With London-like house prices, increased crime, and major traffic problems, Dubliners are at last suffering the woes so familiar to city dwellers around the world. An influx of immigrants has caused resentment among some of the otherwise famously hospitable Irish. "Me darlin' Dublin's dead and gone," so goes the old traditional ballad, but the rebirth, at times difficult and a little messy, has been a spectacular success. And enough of the old Dublin remains to enchant. After all, it's the fundamentals -- museums with astonishing works, lovely parks, the Georgian elegance of Merrion Square, the Norman drama of Christ Church Cathedral, a foamy pint at one of Dublin's 1,000-odd pubs -- that still gratify. 

Best in 3 Days Itinerary 

Day 1 

The River Liffey divides the capital into the "northside" and the "southside," as everyone calls the two principal center-city areas, and almost all the major sights in the area are well within an hour's walk of one another. Start your tour south of the Liffey, where you'll find graceful squares and fashionable terraces from Dublin's elegant Georgian heyday. Begin at the O'Connell Bridge -- as Dublin has no central focal point, most natives regard it as the city's Piccadilly Circus or Times Square. Head south down Westmoreland Street on your way to view one of Dublin's most spectacular buildings, James Gandon's 18th-century Parliament House, now the Bank of Ireland building. To fuel up for the walk ahead, first stop at 12 Westmoreland Street and go into Bewley's Oriental Café, an institution that has been supplying Dubliners with coffee and buns since 1842. After you take in the grand colonnade of the Bank of Ireland building, head west to the genteel campus of Trinity College, the oldest seat of Irish learning. Your first stop should be the Library to see the staggering Long Room and Ireland's greatest art treasure, the Book of Kells, one of the world's most famous -- and most beautiful -- illuminated manuscripts. 

Leave the campus and take a stroll along Grafton Street, Dublin's ritziest shopping street and home to an open-air flower market. Appropriately enough one of the city's favorite leisure spots, the lovely little park of St. Stephen's Green, is nearby. At the northeast corner of the park, surrounding the four points of Leinster House (built by the Duke of Kildare, Ireland's first patron of Palladianism), are the National Museum, replete with artifacts and exhibits dating from prehistoric times; the National Gallery of Ireland (don't miss the Irish collection and Caravaggio's Taking of Christ); the National Library; and the Natural History Museum. Depending on your interests, pick one to explore, and then make a quick detour westward to Merrion Square, among Dublin's most famous Georgian landmarks. 

For a lovely lunch, head back to Stephen's Green and the Victorian Shelbourne Méridien Hotel, where the lobby salons glow with Waterford chandeliers and blazing fireplaces. From Stephen's Green head west to visit St. Patrick's Cathedral, the largest cathedral in Dublin and also the national cathedral of the Church of Ireland. End the day with a performance at the Gate Theatre, another Georgian splendor, or spend the evening exploring the cobbled streets, cafés, and shops of Dublin's bohemian quarter, the compact Temple Bar. Top the evening off with a pint at the Norseman pub. By the time the barman says "Finish your pints" to announce closing time at 11 PM, you'll be left with an indelible impression of what Dublin is all about. 

Day 2 

Dedicate your second day to the north and west of the city center. In the morning, cross the Liffey via the O'Connell Bridge and walk up O'Connell Street, the city's widest thoroughfare, stopping to visit the General Post Office -- the besieged headquarters of the 1916 rebels -- on your way to the Dublin Writers Museum and the Hugh Lane Municipal Gallery of Modern Art. Be sure to join the thousands of Dubliners strolling down Henry, Moore, and Mary streets, the northside's pedestrian shopping area. In the afternoon, head back to the Liffey for a quayside walk by Dublin's most imposing structure, the Custom House; then head west to the Guinness Brewery. Hop a bus or catch a cab back into the city and a blow-out dinner at the glamorous Tea Room in the Temple Bar area's Clarence hotel. Spend the evening on a literary pub crawl to see where the likes of Beckett and Behan held court, perhaps joining a special guided tour. 

Day 3 

On your third day, tour the northern outskirts of Dublin from Glasnevin Cemetery and the National Botanic Gardens across to the sublime Marino Casino -- a small-scale, Palladian-style Greek temple built in Marino as a summerhouse overlooking Dublin harbor -- and the quaint fishing village of Howth. Back in the city, have tea at Bewley's and catch a musical performance at the Olympia Theatre or a play at the Abbey Theatre.

Southwest Ireland

Overview

If you've ever seen a stereotypical postcard of Ireland -- you know the type: thatched, whitewashed cottage, stone walls, a donkey meandering down Main Street -- chances are the picture was taken somewhere in the Southwest. Killarney, Kinsale, Bantry Bay; even the names are evocative of everything Irish, and anyone who visits the counties of Cork, Kerry, and Limerick is guaranteed a visual and emotional taste of the (literally) Emerald Isle. 

"The People's Republic of Cork" is what locals like to call this Rebel county, emphasizing their determination, Texas-style, to be different from the rest of the country. The county lends its name to Ireland's second-largest city, a port town that's full of canals and bridges and has a bustling shopping district, as well as the country's best food market. Many are seduced by Cork's quiet charm, but others find it a gray, unexciting place best considered a gateway to the Southwest. Its center is compact and walkable but best avoided late night on weekends, when streets are taken over by swarms of young, often inebriated revelers. Cork was once home to writers Sean O'Faolain and Frank O'Connor and is today a city of sport. Its team is always in the championship finals of hurling, that fast and furious ancient game that makes soccer look like Kick the Can. Rural County Cork is also one of the few places where the 2,000-year-old game of road bowling is still played, at which the Irish giant Cuchulainn used to excel. 

If your taste runs to less athletic entertainment, head for the historic seaside village of Kinsale, famous for its quality restaurants and annual Festival of Fine Food. But be warned: prices can be steep and service less stellar than you would expect for top dollar. An excursion to Blarney Castle, a few miles west of Cork city, is a must for first-time visitors, but bear in mind that the castle, although intact and impressively large, is not furnished. The coastal road from Kinsale to wooded Glengarriff takes you through the rugged splendor of West Cork. The wild, tempestuous sea is the undoubted star of the trip. Plan to meander along the many coastal roads, stopping to dawdle in small towns and villages, including Timoleague, with its romantically ruined waterside abbey; the brightly painted market town of Clonakilty; the crescent-shape fishing village of Baltimore; and Castletownshend, with its steep hill lined with gracious 18th-century homes. 

Kerry, too, has a nickname: "The Kingdom." Its natives will argue with all comers that it remains the most beautiful and inspirational county in Ireland. Two great peninsulas dominate the county's wild, rocky coast. The Iveragh Peninsula, known to everyone as the Ring of Kerry, is arguably Ireland's most popular tourist drive, so popular in summer that peak-time traffic jams (not to mention the local kamikaze drivers) on its narrow twisty roads can detract from its charm. Once you've escaped Killarney, the Ring passes through tiny villages like Sneem to the magisterial, world's-end, rock islands of the Skelligs (once seen, never forgotten), before ending at Kenmare, a market town on the Kenmare River estuary, which is home to one of Ireland's world-class establishments, the Park Hotel. Kenmare's three streets are jam-packed with craft shops and restaurants, and it is currently challenging Kinsale for the unofficial title of culinary capital of Ireland. Tralee has a medium-size-town-with-no-character feel, but its location, midway between Killarney and Ballybunion, makes it a handy base for golfers. The celebrity-popular (Julia Roberts has been spotted hiding out here) town of Dingle (year-round population 1,400) is the only town on the Dingle Peninsula. In deciding whether or not to visit the peninsula, weather is all important; if the mist comes down, give it a miss. However, in sunshine you will revel in the sight of seabirds reeling and wild donkeys grazing among hedges awash in crimson velvet flowers; fields explode with deep yellow gorse, may-blossom, and honeysuckle against a dark-blue sky. 

Frank McCourt's best-selling Angela's Ashes paints a grim picture of Limerick City. But Ireland's fourth-largest city, sitting proudly on the banks of the Shannon, although still beset with social problems, is home to the pocket-size Hunt Museum, whose compact interior has a magnificent collection of Celtic and medieval treasures. The surrounding countryside is not as wild and romantic as Cork or Kerry, but it does possess a couple of Ireland's most impressive stately homes, both open to lodgers: the Irish Gothic dottiness of Glin Castle, where you can dine with the owner and his wife, and the high Victorian Gothic Adare Manor, now an American-owned hotel. 

Best of Southwest Ireland in 3 to 7 Days 

Here, in the Southwest, superlatives flow as continuously as the Rivers Lee and Blackwater. Five-star scenery is everywhere, from Kinsale along the coast west to Mizen Head in the far southwest corner, to the glorious mountains and lakes of Killarney. And the food! Thanks to its accomplished chefs and the bounty of farms, fields, lakes, and coast, County Cork has become to Irish food what California is to America's. You'll also find a mild climate, the nation's second- and third-largest cities, extensive Irish-speaking areas, and those must-sees, the Ring of Kerry and the Dingle Peninsula. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Base yourself in Killarney for both nights, and reserve one day to explore Killarney's dreamy lakes and mountains. Visit the Gap of Dunloe on a tour and walk or ride horseback through the gap itself, crossing the lake beyond by rowboat. The next day head for the Ring of Kerry via King Puck's Killorglin and enjoy the cliffs as well as the subtropical vegetation, which exists thanks to the Gulf Stream. On the third day, follow the Pass of Keimaneigh to Bantry to pay a call on Bantry House -- one of Ireland's loveliest country houses -- and savor its spectacular perch amid terraced gardens over the bay. The cliff-top road between Bantry and Glengarriff (N71) affords sea views along the 24-km-long (15-mi) Bantry Bay inlet. The stretch between Glengarriff and Killarney, known as the tunnel road, is a famous scenic route, much loved by Thackeray and Sir Walter Scott. It comes into Killarney past the Ladies' View, which has changed little since it impressed Queen Victoria's ladies-in-waiting. From hereabouts you can take the ferry out to have a grand finale on the garden island of Ilnacullin. 

If You Have 5 Days 

For a gastronomic tour, begin in Cork City- with a trip to the English Market. Stay overnight and sample the classic French cuisine at Fleming's. The next day head out to world-famous Ballymaloe House in Shanagarry, where the emphasis is on local produce and fish from nearby Ballycotton. If you plan carefully, you may be able to fit in a one-day cooking class at the nearby Ballymaloe Cookery School and Gardens. On your third day, drive northwest to Mallow and the stately home hotel of Longueville House. Proprietor William O'Callaghan's President's restaurant earns raves as one of the finest in Ireland. From here, on your fourth day, head to another culinary hot spot, the town of Kenmare, where the Park Hotel's terraced lawns sweep down to Kenmare Bay; stroll in the gardens before dinner. On your fifth day drive back toward the foodie waterfront village of Kinsale, for a meal in one of its many acclaimed restaurants. Return to Cork City the next day. 

If You Have 7 Days 

Start with the knightly magic of Bunratty Castle & Folk Park, the nearest attraction to Shannon Airport. Continue on to Glin Castle -- containing one of the most enchanting collections of Irish decorative arts -- and its nearby neighbor, Adare, one of Ireland's prettiest villages, where you can enjoy an idyllic overnight stay. The second day, head south about 75 km (50 mi) to Blarney to, well, kiss the stone (and shop for crafts). Proceed to Cork City- for the night. The third day head east to Cobh, where the Queenstown Heritage Centre documents Irish emigration. Cross the harbor by ferry and visit Kinsale, a historic and fashionable port town. The fourth day, drive through West Cork around Bantry Bay and into Glengarriff, a beauty spot where you can take a boat to the fabled garden estate on Ilnacullin. Continue on to Kenmare and Killarney via the Windy Gap. Spend the fourth night here and make an early start on your fifth day, either visiting the Gap of Dunloe or touring Muckross House. In the afternoon, leave for the Ring of Kerry, driving past Sneem, with its multicolor village homes, to Waterville. On your sixth day, marvel at The Skelligs, three tiny rock islands that are among Ireland's most magisterial natural wonders. From Cahirciveen you can see the Dingle Peninsula and the stretch of road that takes you to An Daingean (Dingle Town) for your overnight. Cliffs and early Christian remains are just a short ride outside town, beyond Ceann Sleibne (Slea Head). On your seventh day, drive across the Connor Pass and up to Tralee. Return to Limerick City and Shannon Airport on the Adare road (N21) or take N69 to Tarbert and the ferry into County Clare to reach Galway.

West Ireland

Overview

"Haunting" might be the best word to describe the mysterious West, the least populated part of Ireland, where you can sometimes go a half day across the beautiful, barren landscape without sight or sound of another human being. A journey through the counties of Clare, Galway, and Mayo will take you from the limestone moonscape of the Burren to the majestic Cliffs of Moher to the looming Twelve Bens. Alas, the sublime scenery is often marred by ill-sited modern bungalows (many built in a style better suited to the Costa del Sol) and small housing estates plonked down apparently in the middle of nowhere -- such is the price of prosperity. 

Galway is Ireland's fastest growing city and a buzzing university town that seems to host a different arts festival every second month. The downside of its rapid growth is chronic traffic chaos on the approaches to its tiny historcal center, not to mention the bleak urban sprawl of warehouse developments, billboards, and shopping malls on its ring roads. Galway is also the departure point for the sublime and spooky Aran Islands, celebrated by playwright J. M. Synge in Riders to the Sea. Here you'll hear lilting Irish spoken as a first language, just as it was a thousand years ago. Don't expect to be alone on the islands; tourism is now the chief industry here, with planes and ferries bringing day trippers all summer long. (For a memorable stay, be sure to stay over one night.) 

To the west are the wild shores and dark, brooding mountains of Connemara, loved by painters, writers, and seekers of silence. Towns like Clifden and Leenane (on Ireland's only fjord) ring out with the sound of pipe, whistle, and fiddle, as nearly every pub hosts wild and impromptu traditional-music sessions. It is another Gaeltacht (Irish-speaking area) and is known for its ponies -- descendants of the Andalusian horses that swam ashore from the Spanish fleet and bred with Celtic stock legendarily descended from Ice Age horses. The wildness of the west ends at Mayo, to the north, whose quiet, deep-green scenery (if often rainy skies) has always appealed to discerning travelers. 

Westport is an attractive market town on an inlet of Clew Bay, a wide expanse of sea dotted with islands and framed by mountains. Nearby beaches offer crystal-clear sand and azure Atlantic waters. On a clear day, head for Achill Island, with its wonderful cliff walks, acres of bog and wild heather, and empty beaches. Other must-dos include Lady Gregory's Coole Park; the picture-perfect village of Kinvara; the spectacular Gothic Revival house of Kylemore Abbey; and, for those with a generous budget, some of the grandest hotels in the land, including Dromoland Castle and Ashford Castle, the latter set near Cong, the village where The Quiet Man was filmed. 

Best of West Ireland in 5 to 7 days 

With the most westerly seaboard in Europe, the West remains a place apart -- the most Irish part of Ireland. Nature's magnificence awaits: the majestic Cliffs of Moher, the eerie expanse of the Burren, the "hidden kingdom" of Connemara, and the Aran Islands, which do constant battle with the stormy Atlantic. But there are also grand baronial houses to visit -- Ashford Castle and Kylemore Abbey -- and Galway, the city that loves to celebrate and, as one of Europe's fastest growing metropolises, has much to. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Even if you're not overnighting, drop in on the stately splendor of Dromoland Castle hotel in Newmarket-on-Fergus, then make a beeline for the natural wonders of the famed Cliffs of Moher. Next stop should be the heart of the Burren, one of Ireland's fiercest landscapes. Both Doolin and the spa town of Lisdoonvarna are within the Burren and famous for their traditional music. Spend the night in Lisdoonvarna, or in one of the picture-perfect villages of Kinvara and Ballyvaughan, both on Galway Bay. On your second day, head for Galway City, the chic and cosmopolitan arts and student hub. Spend the morning exploring its historic market-town center on foot. In the afternoon, take a cruise up the River Corrib or drive along the north shore of Galway Bay to Salthill and beyond into the Gaeltacht. 

On your third day, you can kick around Galway, take the ferry out to the sublime Oileáin Árainn (Aran Islands)- for the day, or make the quick trip south to Lady Gregory's estate at Coole Park and Yeats's house at Thoor Ballylee. Spend the night in Galway or at one of the country houses outside town. Another option for your third day is to head out through the moorlands of Connemara and the angling center of Oughterard to Ballynahinch or Roundstone for lunch. Then go on to the Alpine-like coastal village of Clifden. Spend the night here or in a country house, hotel, or B&B in or around Cashel or Letterfrack, where you can find a national park replete with historic peat fields. 

If you've spent your third night in Galway, or if you have stayed the night in or near Clifden, follow the alternative day-three itinerary above, but don't linger too long in Clifden. Push on, first to Connemara National Park and then to Kylemore Abbey -- one of the most spectacular houses in Ireland -- in the Kylemore Valley. Continue through tiny but world-famous Leenane to Georgian-era Westport, the prettiest village in County Mayo and a good place to spend the night. On the way, you won't be able to miss the distinctive conical shape of Croagh Patrick. On your fifth day, walk up Croagh Patrick or stroll around Clew Bay and see how many islands you can count. Then forge on to Turlough, home to the Museum of Country Life, a wonderful 19th-century time capsule. At the end of the day, continue north to Sligo or head for a Midlands destination. 

If You Have 7 Days 

The five-day itinerary can easily be expanded into a seven-day trip, with the following modifications: spend two days exploring the extraordinary Oileáin Árainn (Aran Islands)- and opting for an overnight stay. At the end of the week, spend two nights in Westport to incorporate a visit to the Museum of Country Life in Turlough.

Italy:
Amalfi Coast & Capri
Florence
Genoa
Milan
Naples & Pompeii
The Riviera
Rome
Sicily
Turin, Piedmont & Valle d'Aosta
Tuscany with Siena
Umbria with Assisi
Venice
Amalfi Coast

Overview

As travelers journey down the fabled Amalfi Coast, their route takes them past rocky cliffs plunging into the sea and small boats lying in sandy coves like brightly colored fish. Erosion has contorted the rocks into shapes resembling figures from mythology and hollowed out fairy grottoes where the air is turquoise and the water an icy blue. In winter nativity scenes of moss and stone are created in the rocks. White villages dripping with flowers nestle in coves or climb like vines up the steep, terraced hills. Lemon trees abound, loaded with blossom or fruit -- and netting in winter to protect the fruit. The road must have a thousand turns, each with a different view, on its dizzying 69-km (43-mi) journey from Sorrento to Salerno. 

Sorrento is across the Bay of Naples from Naples itself, on autostrada A3 and SS145. The Circumvesuviana railway, which stops at Herculaneum and Pompeii, provides another connection. The coast between Naples and Castellammare, where road and railway turn off onto the Sorrento peninsula, seems at times depressingly overbuilt and industrialized. Yet Vesuvius looms to the left, you can make out the 3,000-foot-high mass of Monte Faito ahead, and on a clear day you can see Capri off the tip of the peninsula. The scenery improves considerably as you near Sorrento, where the coastal plain is carved into russet cliffs rising perpendicularly from the sea. This is the Sorrento (north) side of the peninsula; on the other side is the more dramatically scenic Amalfi Coast. But Sorrento has at least two advantages over Amalfi: the Circumvesuviana railway terminal and a fairly flat terrain. A stroll around town is a pleasure -- you'll encounter narrow alleyways and interesting churches, and the views of the Bay of Naples from the Villa Comunale and the Museo Correale are priceless. 

Once a forgotten fishing village, Positano is now the number one attraction on the Amalfi Coast. From here you can take hydrofoils to Capri in summer, escorted bus rides to Ravello, and tours of the Grotta dello Smeraldo. If you're staying in Positano, check whether your hotel has a parking area. If not, you will have to pay for space in a parking lot, which is almost impossible to find during the high season, from Easter to September. The best bet for day-trippers is to arrive by bus -- there is a good, regular service -- or else get to Positano early enough to find a parking space. 

The town of Amalfi is romantically situated at the mouth of a deep gorge and has some good-quality hotels and restaurants. It's also a convenient base for excursions to Capri and the Grotta dello Smeraldo. The parking problem here is as bad as that in Positano. The small lot in the center of town fills quickly; if you're willing to pay the steep prices, make a lunch reservation at one of the hotel restaurants and have your car parked for you. 

Perched on a ridge high above Amalfi and the neighboring town of Atrani, the enchanting village of Ravello has stupendous views, quiet lanes, two important Romanesque churches, and several irresistibly romantic gardens. Set "closer to the sky than the sea," according to André Gide, the town has been the ultimate aerie ever since it was founded as a smart suburb for the richest families of Amalfi's 12th-century maritime republic. Rediscovered by English aristocrats a century ago, the town now hosts one of Italy's most famous music festivals. 

Spread out along its bay, Salerno was long a sad testimony to years of neglect and overdevelopment, but the antique port is now reevaluating its artistic heritage. It's a well-connected base for exploring the Cilento area to the south, which has such lovely sea resorts as San Marco di Castellabate and Palinuro, and inland some fine mountain walks and spectacular gorges and caves, such as Castelcivita and Pertosa. 

The Best of Naples & Amalfi Coast in 5 Days 

Day 1 

Spend your first day in Campania in Naples, with its vibrant shopping streets and alleys and its glorious views over the waterfront. For perfect people-watching, promenade through the picturesque Spaccanapoli quarter -- essentially one long street that changes names several times (Via Scura, Via Capitelli, Via Benedetto Croce, Via San Biagio dei Librai, Via Vicaria Vecchia, Via Forcella) as it cuts through the centro storico (historic center) of Naples. Towering tenements (the tallest of 19th-century Europe) jostle with grand palazzi, and the district's swirling Baroque architecture melts even the stoniest hearts. Be sure to visit some of the many famous churches here, including the Duomo, of course, but also Santa Chiara and the Cappella Sansevero, with its 18th-century sculptures. 

In the evening, dine in one of the city's excellent restaurants and retire early. 

Day 2 

On your second day, visit the Museo Archeologico Nazionale. With its legendary Farnese collection of ancient sculpture, it is essential preparation for an expedition to Pompeii. 

In the afternoon, take in one of the region's greatest palace-museums, the Museo Capodimonte, housed in one of the Bourbon royal palaces. It holds the city's finest collection of old master paintings and decorative arts. 

Have an informal dinner at Pizzeria Brandi, a favorite of Luciano Pavarotti, or settle in at an enoteca, or wine bar, where light meals are served with the wine. 

Day 3 

In the morning head out to Pompeii, the ancient city buried by Vesuvius's eruption on the morning of August 23, AD 79. (The best form of transportation from Naples is the Circumvesuviana light railway.) The most monumental building in Pompeii is the Basilica, which served as the law court and stock exchange. You will also view the Foro, or Forum, which is surrounded by the main temples as well as commercial and government buildings. It was here that elections were held and speeches and official announcements made. Pompeii is a place for strolling. Try to get here early to avoid the crowds and the hot sun. 

Back in Naples by late afternoon, dine early and buy tickets for an opera at the Teatro San Carlo, which has a huge stage (12,000 square feet) that permits productions with horses, camels, and elephants. If you can't see a show, try to at least take the guided tour of the theater. 

Day 4 

Leave Naples on the fourth day and make your way to Sorrento, where you'll spend the next two nights. After checking in at your hotel, take a bus down the Amalfi Coast, and stop for lunch at the Cappuccini Convento Hotel, high atop a cliff above Amalfi. Be certain to stop for a stroll through Positano and, if you have time, Ravello. An alfresco dinner at twilight almost anywhere along the coast could be the most dreamy dinner you have ever had. 

Day 5 

Reserve your last day for a memorable trip across the azure waters to the island of Capri, a Moorish opera set of shiny white houses, tiny squares, and narrow medieval alleyways hung with bougainvillea. Among the island's geologic marvels are the famed Blue Grotto, the Arco Naturale, the Pizzolungo stone pinnacle, and the Faraglioni rocks, which anchor the southern coast. Try to visit the Villa San Michele as well. Spend the entire day here; enjoy the gorgeous scenery, the vivacious people, and the delicious food.

Florence

Overview

Florence casts a spell in the way that few cities can, perhaps because of its sublime art; perhaps because of the views at sunset over the Arno; perhaps because of the way Florentine food and wine delight the palate. Maybe it's because the city has not changed much since the 16th century. Though Florence was briefly the capital of a newly united Italy (1865-71), its place in the sun rests squarely on its illustrious, more distant past. 

Though Florence can lay claim to a modest antique importance, it did not fully emerge into its own until the 11th century. In the early 1200s, Florence, like most of the rest of Italy, was rent by civic unrest. Two factions, the Guelphs and the Ghibellines, competed for power. The Guelphs supported the papacy, and the Ghibellines supported the Holy Roman Empire. Bloody battles tore Florence and other Italian cities apart. By the end of the 13th century the Guelphs ruled securely and Ghibellinism had been vanquished. 

Local merchants had organized themselves into guilds by 1250, and in that year proclaimed themselves the "primo popolo." It was the first attempt at democratic, republican rule. Though the episode lasted only 10 years, it constituted a breakthrough in Western history. Such a daring stance by the merchant class can be attributed to its newfound power, as Florence was emerging as one of the economic powerhouses in 13th-century Europe. Florentines were papal bankers; they instituted the system of international letters of credit; and the gold florin became the international standard of currency. With this economic strength came a building boom. Public and private palaces, churches, and basilicas were built, enlarged, or restructured. 

Though ostensibly a republic, Florence was blessed (or cursed, depending on point of view) with one very powerful family, the Medici, who came into power in the 1430s and became the de facto rulers of Florence for several hundred years. The Medici originally came from north of Florence, and it was not until the time of Cosimo il Vecchio (1389-1464) that the family's foothold in Florence was securely established. Florence's golden age occurred during the reign of his grandson Lorenzo de' Medici (1449-92). Lorenzo was not only an astute politician, but also a highly educated man and a great patron of the arts. Called "Il Magnifico" (the Magnificent), he gathered around him poets, artists, philosophers, architects, and musicians and organized all manner of cultural events, festivals, and tournaments. 

Lorenzo's son, Piero (1471-1503), proved inept at handling the city's affairs. He was run out of town in 1494, and Florence briefly enjoyed its status as a republic while dominated by the demagogic Dominican friar Girolamo Savonarola (1452-98). Savonarola preached against perceived pagan abuses and persuaded his followers to destroy their books, art, women's wigs, and jewelry in public "bonfires of the vanities." Eventually, he so annoyed the pope that he was declared a heretic and hanged. 

After a decade of internal unrest, the republic fell and the Medici were recalled to power. But even with the return of the Medici, Florence never regained its former prestige. By the 1530s most of the major artistic talent had left the city -- Michelangelo, for one, had settled in Rome. The now ineffectual Medici, eventually attaining the title of grand dukes, remained nominally in power until the line died out in 1737, after which time Florence passed from the Austrians to the French and back again until the unification of Italy (1865-70), when it briefly became the capital under King Vittorio Emanuele II (1820-78). 

Florence was "discovered" in the 18th century by upper-class northerners making the grand tour. It became a mecca for travelers, particularly the Romantics, who were inspired by the elegance of its palazzi and its artistic wealth. Today, millions of visitors follow in their footsteps, and as the sun sets over the Arno it's hard not to fall under the city's spell. 

Best in 3 Days Itinerary 

Spend Day 1 exploring Florence's centro storico, which will give you an eyeful of such masterpieces as Ghiberti's bronze doors at the Battistero (these are copies; the originals are in the nearby Museo dell'Opera del Duomo), Giotto's Campanile (bell tower), Brunelleschi's cupola majestically poised atop the Duomo, and Botticelli's epic Primavera and Birth of Venus at the Galleria degli Uffizi. 

On Day 2, wander north of the Duomo and take in the superb treasury of works ranging from Michelangelo's David at the Galleria dell'Accademia to the lavish frescoes at the Cappella dei Magi in the Palazzo Medici-Riccardi and the Museo di San Marco (don't miss San Lorenzo, Michelangelo's Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, and the Cappelle Medicee). On this afternoon (or on the afternoon of Day 3) head southeast to Santa Croce or west to Santa Maria Novella. 

On Day 3, cross the Ponte Vecchio to the Arno's southern bank and explore the Oltrarno, being sure not to miss the Brunelleschi-designed church of Santo Spirito and the frescoes in the church of Santa Maria del Carmine. Skip the disappointing Boboli Gardens, which are overgrown and ill-tended.

Italian Riviera

Overview

The region of Liguria (known to pleasure-seekers as the Italian Riviera) has northern Italy's most attractive stretch of coastline. Though there are some good beaches, the main appeal is the beauty of the seaside cliffs and coves, and of the small towns interspersed among them. The most celebrated is tiny but glamorous Portofino, though these days it gets competition from the even tinier villages of the Cinque Terre, famous for the hiking paths that run between them. Smack in the middle of the coast is Genoa, Italy's busiest port. It holds the region's main cultural attractions, intermixed with some port-city grit. 

Of the two Ligurian Rivieras, the Riviera di Levante, east of Genoa, is overall the wilder and more rugged, yet here you can also find towns like Portofino and Rapallo, world famous for their classic, elegant style. Around every turn of this area's twisting roads the hills plummet sharply to the sea, forming deep, hidden bays and inlets. Beaches on this coast are rocky, backed by spectacular sheer cliffs. The Portofino promontory has one sandy beach, on the east side, at Paraggi. From Chiavari to Cavi di Lavagna, the coast becomes a bit gentler, with a few sandy areas. Sailing conditions along the rugged coast from Sestri Levante down to Portovenere are good. Waterskiing, tennis, and golf are also popular. You may want to choose a base and take short day trips or explore the area by boat from the larger towns. You can anchor your boat in the relatively calm waters of small ciazze (coves) found all along the coast. 

The Riviera di Ponente (Riviera of the Setting Sun) stretches from Genoa to Ventimiglia on the French border. For the most part it's an unbroken chain of beach resorts sheltered from the north by the Ligurian and Maritime Alps, mountain walls that guarantee mild winters and a long growing season -- resulting in its other nickname, the Riviera dei Fiori (Riviera of Flowers). Actually, the name is more evocative than the sight of once-verdant hillsides now swathed in massive plastic greenhouses. Many towns on the western Riviera have suffered from an epidemic of overdevelopment, but most have preserved their old cores, usually their most interesting features. In major resorts, large, modern marinas cater to the pleasure-craft crowd. The Riviera di Ponente has both sandy and pebbly beaches with some quiet bays. 

Sights & Activities 

Genoa or no Genoa -- that's your first question in planning a trip to the Italian Riviera. The city has been working hard to shed its reputation as a seamy port town, and the efforts have largely been successful. Genoa's artistic and cultural treasures are significant -- you won't find anything remotely comparable elsewhere in the region -- and the historical center is a pleasure to explore. Unless your goal is to avoid urban life entirely, consider a night or more in the city. 

Your second decision, particularly with limited time, is between the two Rivieras. The Riviera di Levante, east of Genoa, is quieter and has a more distinctive personality; high-end Portofino and the rustic Cinque Terre are arguably the coast's most appealing destinations. The Riviera di Ponente, west of Genoa, is more of a classic European resort experience, with better beaches and more nightlife -- similar to, but not as glamorous as, the French Riviera across the border. 

Though the pace of life in the region is leisurely, getting around the Riviera is an expedient affair. Public transportation is excellent: trains connect all sights along the coast, and buses snake inland. With the freedom of a car, you could drive from one end of the Riviera to the other on the autostrada in less than three hours. The A10 and A12 on either side of Genoa -- engineering wonders with literally hundreds of long tunnels and towering viaducts -- skirt the coast, avoiding the local traffic on the beautiful Via Aurelia, which was laid out by the ancient Romans. The Via Aurelia, also known as highway S1, connects practically all the towns on the coast. 

Milan

Overview

Business hub and crucible of chic, Milan is Italy's most populous and prosperous city, serving as the capital of commerce, finance, fashion, and media. It's also Italy's transport hub, with the biggest international airport, most rail connections, and best subway system. Leonardo Da Vinci's Last Supper and other great works of art are here, as well as a spectacular Gothic Duomo, the finest of its kind. Milan even reigns supreme where it really counts (in the minds of many Italians), routinely trouncing the rest of the nation with its two premier soccer teams. 

And yet, Milan hasn't won the battle for hearts and minds. Most tourists prefer Tuscany's hills and Venice's canals to Milan's hectic efficiency and wealthy indifference, and it's no surprise that in a country of medieval hilltop villages and skilled artisans, a city of grand boulevards and global corporations leaves visitors asking the real Italy to please stand up. They're right, of course. Milan is more European than Italian, a new buckle on an old boot, and although its old city can stand cobblestone for cobblestone against the best of them, seekers of Roman ruins and fairy-tale towns may pass. But Milan's new faces are hidden behind splendid beaux-arts facades and in luxurious 19th-century palazzos, and those lured by its world-class shopping and European sophistication enjoy the city's lively, cosmopolitan feel. 

Virtually every invader in European history -- Gaul, Roman, Goth, Longobard, and Frank -- as well as a long series of rulers from France, Spain, and Austria, took a turn at ruling the city. After being completely sacked by the Goths in AD 539 and by the Holy Roman Empire under Frederick Barbarossa in 1157, Milan became one of the first independent city-states of the Renaissance. Its heyday of self-rule proved comparatively brief. From 1277 until 1500 it was ruled by the Visconti and subsequently the Sforza dynasties. These families were known, justly or not, for a peculiarly aristocratic mixture of refinement, classical learning, and cruelty, and much of the surviving grandeur of Gothic and Renaissance art and architecture is their doing. Be on the lookout in your wanderings for the Visconti family emblem -- a viper, its jaws straining wide, devouring a child. 

The city center is compact and walkable, while the efficient Metropolitana (subway), as well as buses and trams, provides access to locations farther afield. Driving the streets of Milan is difficult at best, and parking can be downright miserable, so leave the car behind.

Sights & Activities 

Milan's main streets radiate out from the massive Duomo, a late-Gothic cathedral that was started in 1386. Leading north is the handsome Galleria Vittorio Emanuele, an enclosed walkway that takes you to the world-famous opera house known as La Scala. Beyond are the winding streets of the Brera neighborhood, the traditional bohemian quarter. Here you'll find one of Italy's leading art galleries, as well as the academy of fine arts. Heading northeast from La Scala is Via Manzoni, which leads to the quadrilatero della moda, or fashion district. Its streets are lined with elegant window displays from the world's most celebrated designers -- the Italians taking the lead, of course. 

Leading northeast from the Duomo is Corso Vittorio Emanuele. Locals and visitors stroll along this pedestrian-only street, looking at the shop windows, buying ice cream, or stopping for a coffee at one of the sidewalk cafés. Northwest of the Duomo is Via Dante, at the top of which is the imposing outline of the Castello Sforzesco. 

If the part of the city to the north of the Duomo is dominated by its shops, the section to the south is famous for its works of art. The most famous is Il Cenacolo -- known in English as The Last Supper. If you have time for nothing else, make sure you see this masterwork, which has now been definitively restored, after many, many, years of work. Reservations will be needed to see this fresco, housed in the refectory of Santa Maria delle Grazie. Make these before you depart for Italy, so you can plan the rest of your time in Milan. 

There are other gems as well. Via Torino, the ancient road for Turin, leads to a half-hidden treasure: Bramante's Renaissance masterpiece, the church of San Satiro. At the intersection of Via San Vittore and Via Carducci is the medieval Basilica di Sant'Ambrogio, named for Milan's patron saint. Another lovely church southeast of Sant'Ambrogio along Via de Amicis is San Lorenzo Maggiore. It's also known as San Lorenzo alle Colonne because of the 16 columns running across the facade. 

Naples

Overview

Naples is extraordinary, and it is the Neapolitans who make it so. Is it a sense of doom from living in the shadow of Vesuvius that makes many Neapolitans so volatile, perhaps so seemingly blind to everything but the pain or pleasure of the moment? Poverty and overcrowding are the more likely causes. But whatever the reason, Naples remains the most vibrant city in Italy -- a steaming, bubbling, reverberating minestrone in which each block is a village, every street the setting for a Punch-and-Judy show, and everything seems to be a backdrop for an opera not yet composed. It is said that northern Italians vacation here to remind themselves of the time when Italy was molto italiano -- really Italian. 

The area surrounding Naples has a Greco-Roman history that makes the city look like the new kid on the block. The Greeks set out to Hellenize Italy's boot in the 6th and 7th centuries BC by settling here at Cumae. Later, the Romans used the area as one giant playground. Both groups left ruins for modern-day explorers to peruse. The area west of Naples is the Campi Flegrei -- the fields of fire -- alternatively condemned by the ancient Greeks as the entrance to Hades and immortalized as the Elysian Fields, a paradise for the righteous dead. Italy's two major seismic faults intersect here, and the whole area floats freely on a mass of molten lava very close to the surface. 

To the east of Naples around the bay lie Pompeii and Herculaneum (Ercolano), the most completely preserved cities of classical antiquity, along with their nemesis, Il Vesuvio. Ash and mud from Vesuvius preserved these towns almost exactly as they were on the day it erupted in AD 79. The ominous, towering profile of the volcano is inseparable from the Bay of Naples area, and the ferocious power it can unleash is so vivid that you may be overwhelmed by the urge to explore the crater itself. 

The Best of Naples & Amalfi Coast in 5 Days 

Day 1 

Spend your first day in Campania in Naples, with its vibrant shopping streets and alleys and its glorious views over the waterfront. For perfect people-watching, promenade through the picturesque Spaccanapoli quarter -- essentially one long street that changes names several times (Via Scura, Via Capitelli, Via Benedetto Croce, Via San Biagio dei Librai, Via Vicaria Vecchia, Via Forcella) as it cuts through the centro storico (historic center) of Naples. Towering tenements (the tallest of 19th-century Europe) jostle with grand palazzi, and the district's swirling Baroque architecture melts even the stoniest hearts. Be sure to visit some of the many famous churches here, including the Duomo, of course, but also Santa Chiara and the Cappella Sansevero, with its 18th-century sculptures. 

In the evening, dine in one of the city's excellent restaurants and retire early. 

Day 2 

On your second day, visit the Museo Archeologico Nazionale. With its legendary Farnese collection of ancient sculpture, it is essential preparation for an expedition to Pompeii. 

In the afternoon, take in one of the region's greatest palace-museums, the Museo Capodimonte, housed in one of the Bourbon royal palaces. It holds the city's finest collection of old master paintings and decorative arts. 

Have an informal dinner at Pizzeria Brandi, a favorite of Luciano Pavarotti, or settle in at an enoteca, or wine bar, where light meals are served with the wine. 

Day 3 

In the morning head out to Pompeii, the ancient city buried by Vesuvius's eruption on the morning of August 23, AD 79. (The best form of transportation from Naples is the Circumvesuviana light railway.) The most monumental building in Pompeii is the Basilica, which served as the law court and stock exchange. You will also view the Foro, or Forum, which is surrounded by the main temples as well as commercial and government buildings. It was here that elections were held and speeches and official announcements made. Pompeii is a place for strolling. Try to get here early to avoid the crowds and the hot sun. 

Back in Naples by late afternoon, dine early and buy tickets for an opera at the Teatro San Carlo, which has a huge stage (12,000 square feet) that permits productions with horses, camels, and elephants. If you can't see a show, try to at least take the guided tour of the theater. 

Day 4 

Leave Naples on the fourth day and make your way to Sorrento, where you'll spend the next two nights. After checking in at your hotel, take a bus down the Amalfi Coast, and stop for lunch at the Cappuccini Convento Hotel, high atop a cliff above Amalfi. Be certain to stop for a stroll through Positano and, if you have time, Ravello. An alfresco dinner at twilight almost anywhere along the coast could be the most dreamy dinner you have ever had. 

Day 5 

Reserve your last day for a memorable trip across the azure waters to the island of Capri, a Moorish opera set of shiny white houses, tiny squares, and narrow medieval alleyways hung with bougainvillea. Among the island's geologic marvels are the famed Blue Grotto, the Arco Naturale, the Pizzolungo stone pinnacle, and the Faraglioni rocks, which anchor the southern coast. Try to visit the Villa San Michele as well. Spend the entire day here; enjoy the gorgeous scenery, the vivacious people, and the delicious food.

Rome

Overview

Rome is a heady blend of artistic and architectural masterpieces, classical ruins, and extravagant baroque churches and piazzas. The city's 2,700 years of history are on display everywhere you look. The ancient rubs shoulders with the medieval, the modern runs into the Renaissance, and the result is like nothing so much as an open-air museum. Julius Caesar and Nero, the Vandals and the Borgias, Raphael and Caravaggio, Napoléon and Mussolini -- they and countless other political, cultural, and spiritual luminaries have left their mark on the city. 

More than Florence, more than Venice, Rome is Italy's treasure trove, packed with masterpieces from more than two millennia of artistic achievement. This is where a metropolis once bustled around the carved marble monuments of the Roman Forum, where centuries later Michelangelo Buonarotti painted Christian history in the Sistine Chapel, where Gian Lorenzo Bernini's nymphs and naiads dance in their fountains, and where an empire of gold was worked into the crowns of centuries of rulers. 

Today Rome's formidable legacy is upheld by its people, their history knit into the fabric of their everyday lives. Students walk dogs in the park that was once the mausoleum of the family of the emperor Augustus; Raphaelesque madonnas line up for buses on busy corners; priests in flowing robes walk through medieval piazzas talking on cell phones. Modern Rome has one foot in the past, one in the present -- a delightful stance that allows you to have an espresso in a square designed by Bernini, then take the metro back to your hotel room in a renovated Renaissance palace. "When you first come here you assume that you must burrow about in ruins and prowl in museums to get back to the days of Numa Pompilius or Mark Antony," Maud Howe observes in her book Roma Beata. "It is not necessary; you only have to live, and the common happenings of daily life -- yes, even the trolley car and your bicycle -- carry you back in turn to the Dark Ages, to the early Christians, even to prehistoric Rome." 

Best of Rome in 5 Days 

Day 1 

So you want to taste Rome, gaze at its beauty, and inhale its special flair, all in one breathtaking (literally) day? Think Rome 101, and get ready for a spectacular sunrise-to-sunset span. Begin with the Grandeur that Was (and is) Rome: the Colosseum. No need to arrive by chariot, as there is a handy Colosseo metro stop. Get there by 9 AM when the gates open. After an hour, head past the gigantic Arch of Constantine across Via di San Gregorio and find the "back exit" to the Roman Forum. Actually, this is the best way to enter, since you'll be parading down the ancient Via Sacra past the small but gorgeous Arch of Titus. On your right, notice the vast Basilica of Maxentius and the impressive colonnaded front of the Temple of Antoninus and Faustina; to your left looms the graceful circular Temple of Vesta, shrine of the Vestal Virgins. Continue along the ancient Roman paving stones toward the Capitoline Hill on the horizon. Here, under its cliff, you can see some of the Forum's greatest remnants, including the redbrick Curia and, to its right, the Rostra platform where Mark Antony once eulogized Julius Caesar. Straight ahead is the magnificent Arch of Septimius Severus. To its left up the hill are the eight remaining Ionic columns of the mighty Temple of Saturn -- a favorite icon of Grand Tour visitors. Around this temple winds the Clivus Capitolinus, the ancient stone path that leads up to the top of the Capitoline Hill. Today, this leads into the Via di Monte Tarpeo, which will take you to the top and the complex of museums and palazzi that comprise Michelangelo's glorious Campidoglio; if that street is closed, exit by the Via del Foro Romano entrance to the Forum and wind your way over. Tour the Musei Capitolini's legendary ancient sculptures (and some opulent Baroque salons), including the Dying Gaul, the Capitoline Wolf, the gigantic stone face of Constantine, and the Sala degli Imperatori, where ancient marble busts of no less than 48 Roman emperors gaze at you. Head off the Campidoglio down the Cordonata stairway back down to busy Via di Teatro di Marcello. 

By now, your feet may be calling for a sit-down strike, so break for lunch. If you're up for it, one of the city's most quintessential feasting spots, Vecchia Roma, is a few blocks to the northwest, on lovely Piazza Campitelli (you'll need to reserve, dress accordingly, and spend money -- but remember that many Romans make luncheon the main meal of the day). After your time out at Vecchia Roma -- or a corner café -- continue on Via di Teatro di Marcello, passing Santa Maria in Aracoeli, which sits atop its 137 steps ("the grandest loafing place of mankind," as Henry James described it); this is the perch that inspired Gibbon to write his history of the fall and decline of the Roman empire. Looming up over all is now the gigantic Vittorio Emanuele Monument, the "Altar of the Nation." Although it looks like some leftover from a Hollywood spectacular, it does offer great views from its top. 

In front of the monument roars the central traffic hub of Rome, Piazza Venezia. Work your way around to its opposite end to find the Corso, the main drag of the center city. One block up the left side you can find the Palazzo Doria Pamphilj, the palace of one of Rome's most aristocratic families -- tour its gigantic salons, which are virtually wallpapered with fine Old Master paintings (including a great Velázquez portrait of the "family" pope). Take the first left down Via Lata past the Piazza del Collegio Romano and turn right on Via Sant' Ignazio to Sant' Ignazio, a church that exults in hyperopulent Roman Baroque. Note the cute stage-set piazza out front, then return to Via Sant' Ignazio to Via Pie' Di Marmo, which leads into Via di S. Caterina di Siena to wind up at Piazza della Minerva, graced by Bernini's unique elephant obelisk monument. The church of Santa Maria sopra Minerva has Michelangelo's Risen Christ and the gorgeous Renaissance-era Carafa Chapel. Head north one block up Via di Minerva to the massive bulk of the Pantheon. After exploring this most complete temple extant from the days of the emperors, head west from the Piazza della Rotonda along Via Giustiniani to San Luigi dei Francesi, whose Cerasi Chapel has three unforgettable Caravaggio paintings, probably the greatest works of the Italian Baroque period. From here it's two blocks over to Piazza Navona, the most beautiful urban set piece of Rome and the perfect place for a cappuccino soak. This is a prime area to watch Romans enjoy their sunset passeggiata promenade. Join them as you walk in search of an evening meal but head back in the direction in which you came. Some 14 blocks eastward lies the spotlit-at-night Trevi Fountain, which you should enjoy with a gelato cone in one hand and a euro coin in the other. 

Day 2 

To start your second day, use the convenient metro stop of Via Cipro/Musei Vaticano to deposit you a few blocks from the entrance to the great art collections of the Vatican Museums. Michelangelo's Sistine Ceiling, Raphael's Stanze rooms, and Leonardo da Vinci's St. Jerome are just three of the hundreds of treasures you'll savor here. If you're lucky the entrance to St. Peter's Basilica from the Sistine Chapel will be open; if not, you'll have to take a hike of some 10 blocks around to the main entrance of St. Peter's proper, Bernini's spectacular Piazza di San Pietro. If you keep moving, you should be able to do the museums and the basilica by lunch time; a tour of the Vatican gardens or a climb up to the church's dome will require more stamina. 

After touring the Vaticano, hike eight blocks north of the piazza to the Ottaviano metro stop and take it three stops to the Spagna stop. Here you'll surface right at the feet of that living postcard: the Spanish Steps. Tackle all those steps for the view at the top and Via Gregoriana, a very posh street where you can find (and photograph!) Rome's most amusing house, the Palazetto Zuccari, a Mannerist-style masterwork (the door is a mouth, etc.). Back down at the foot of the steps is the Keats-Shelley House -- to keep that 19th-century vibe going, repair to Babington's Tea Rooms for a Victorian-era cup of tea or head down Via Condotti to Antico Caffè Greco, Rome's oldest coffeehouse. This street is lined with Rome's most famous luxury stores, as are the surrounding sidestreets, especially Via Bocca di Leone and Via Bogognona. Have dinner, then opt perhaps for an orchestra concert at the gilded Baroque church or frug down memory lane at that landmark disco, Jackie O's. 

Day 3 

Rome at its most charming awaits you on Day 3. Begin at Piazza Bocca della Verità and three sights that sit shoulder to shoulder: the beautiful medieval church of Santa Maria in Cosmedin (where you'll find the famous ancient Roman "Mouth of Truth" manhole cover) plus two pagan temples, the Tempio della Fortuna Virilis and the Tempio di Vesta. Head up north along the embankment of the Tiber River past the Theater of Marcellus to Via di Portico d'Ottavia, the heart of the old Jewish Ghetto, where the streets are particularly time-burnished (catch pretty Renaissance-era Piazza Mattei one block north). Head back to the river and cross the Ponte Fabricio, which delightfully anchors the Tiber Island to the mainland. You'll now enter Trastevere, once known as Rome's Greenwich Village, and threaded with little alleys and tiny piazze. Travel north to Piazza Santa Maria in Trastevere, where the gilded mosaics on its church facade pale in comparison to the splendor of those within. Yes, this is probably Rome's most spectacular church nave. Return to the fountain-adorned piazza, then continue north to two grand palaces: the Palazzo Corsini and the Villa Farnesina, with great frescoes by Raphael, then break for lunch at Raphael's old watering hole, Romolo's. Head back south a few blocks to the river and cross Ponte Sisto to pick up the beginning of Via Giulia; laid out during the Renaissance by Pope Julius II and lined with palazzi, it's still one of Rome's most noble addresses. Follow the razor-straight road to the end (a good 12 blocks) to emerge at the river embankment, where you can turn right to find Ponte Sant'Angelo, adorned with Bernini's angel statues, and the great Castel Sant'Angelo fort. If you wish more ancient splendors, head to the Palazzo Altemps on nearby Piazza Sant'Apollinare; for red-velvet, 19th-century luxury, go to the Museo Napoleonico (in the same building you'll find that connoisseur's delight, the Mario Praz apartment museum). Enjoy dinner and a sunset back at Piazza Navona. 

Day 4 

For Day 4, opt for a holiday from your Roman holiday: take a day trip out to Tivoli to be regaled by the Villa d'Este and its hundreds of breathtaking fountains. Lovers of all things antique will make a side trip to the Villa Adriana -- Emperor Hadrian's pleasure palace -- just outside town. For a stunning sunset repast, take in a dinner at Ristorante Sibilla, where two ancient Roman temples frame the terrace set over a gorge and a famous waterfall. 

Day 5 

Day 5 may give you a bout of museum feet but the blisters will be well worth it, for beautiful masterpieces are as common as bricks on this tour, which offers more visual excitement than most cities possess in their entire environs. Along the way, Villa Borghese, Rome's largest park, can prevent gallery gout by offering an oasis of trees and lakes. Begin by taking the metro to the Repubblica stop to take in the fabulous ancient Greek and Roman art treasures in the gigantic Palazzo Massimo alle Terme; for the real thing, walk two blocks north to the Baths of Diocletian. If big barnlike spaces don't turn you on, skip it and forge instead past the Piazza della Repubblica's circular fountain along Via V. Emanuele Orlando past the Acqua Felice fountain to Via XX Settembre: here you'll find Santa Maria della Vittoria, home to Bernini's amazing St. Theresa in Ecstasy. Take Via Bissolati over to Via Veneto, lined with grand Belle Epoque hotels, and hike past seven blocks to the Porta Pinciana and the entrance to the Villa Borghese park. Hang a right and go north about four blocks to the Galleria Borghese, perhaps Rome's most spectacular palace, crammed to the gills with priceless Old Master paintings and a bevy of Bernini statues. Picnic under the park's ilex trees or find a neighborhood café or tavola calda. Then wander south through the park down to the Pincian Hill, where you can book a tour of the enchanting gardens of the Villa Medici, before ending up at Piazza del Popolo. Hopefully, the masterpiece-jammed church of Santa Maria del Popolo will still be open for evening services. For dinner why not book a luxe blowout at Dal Bolognese, right across the square? After all, congratulations are in order: you've just completed a grand tour across two millennia and viewed some of the greatest works of western civilization in only five days.

Sicily

Overview

Sicily has beckoned seafaring wanderers since the trials of Odysseus were first sung in Homer's Odyssey. Strategically poised between Europe and Africa, this mystical land of three corners and a fiery volcano was the site of two of the most enlightened capitals of Europe: the ancient Greek city at Siracusa, and, in medieval times, the Arab-Norman one at Palermo. The island has been a melting pot of great Mediterranean cultures: Greek and Roman; then Arab and Norman; and finally French, Spanish, and Italian. Sicily reflects these influences in a rich tapestry of art and architecture that includes massive Romanesque cathedrals, two of the best-preserved Greek temples in the world, Roman amphitheaters, and baroque palaces and churches. 

In the Odyssey, Sicily represented the unknown end of the world, yet the region eventually became a center of it under the Greeks and Normans, who recognized a paradise in its deep blue skies and temperate climate, its lush vegetation and rich marine life. Add to this paradise Sicily's unique cuisine, along with the island's big, warm, fruity wines, and you can understand why those who arrived here were often reluctant to leave. 

In modern times, the traditional graciousness and nobility of the Sicilian people have continued to exist side by side with the destructive influences of the Mafia under Sicily's semi-autonomous government, although increasingly organized law enforcement suggests that the Mafia's grip on the island is slowly being loosened. Alongside some of the most exquisite architecture in the world lie the shabby, half-built products of some of the worst speculation imaginable. In recent years, coastal Sicily, like much of the Mediterranean coast, has experienced a boom in tourism and a surge in condominium development. The chic boutiques purveying lace and linen in jet-set resort towns like Taormina give no clue of the lingering poverty in which their wares are produced. And yet, in Sicily's wind-swept heartland, a region that tourists have barely begun to explore, rolling vineyards, olive groves, and lovingly kept dirt roads leading to family farmhouses still tie Sicilians to land and tradition, forming a connected happiness that economic measures could not possibly describe. 

Best of Sicily in 5 Days 

There are two distinct approaches to a five-day itinerary in Sicily, the first focusing on the island's western half, the second the eastern side. 

Western Sicily in 5 Days 

For the western itinerary, spend your first two nights in Palermo; then head west, dropping in on the imposing half-finished temple of Segesta and making panoramic Erice your next overnight stop. From Erice, you can take a quick glance at the port city of Trapani, just down the road, and the old Phoenician town of Marsala, before swinging eastward to the cliffside ruins of Selinunte. Following the coast down, aim for the Greek temple site at Agrigento, for which you should allow a full day. Next, strike north on the S640 to meet the A19 autostrada near Caltanisetta, which will bring you back up to the Tyrrhenian coast. There you can spend your last night at Cefalù before turning westward back to Palermo. 

Eastern Sicily in 5 Days 

The eastern itinerary starts with one day in Palermo; on the second day, head southeast on the A19 through the island's interior, stopping for lunch and a whirl around hilltop Enna before reaching the Ionian Sea and turning north along the coast on the A18 to Taormina, in the shadow of Mt. Etna. Spend your third day in town or at the volcano before heading south along the Ionian coast to experience enchanting, ancient Siracusa, exploring the town's Greek and Roman amphitheaters and remarkable Duomo. (For a slower-paced trip, choose between Taormina or Siracusa for both the second and third nights rather than seeing both.) On the fourth day, head southwest on the S115 around the corner of the island to Agrigento, where you can spend the night; on your final day, head back to Palermo with brief stops in Cefalù and perhaps Termini Imerese. 

When to Go to Sicily 

Italy's main tourist season runs from April to mid-October. For serious sightseers the best months are from fall to early spring. The so-called low season may be cooler and inevitably rainier, but it has its rewards: less time waiting in line and closer-up, unhurried views of what you want to see. 

Tourists crowd the major art cities at Easter, when Italians flock to resorts and to the country. From March through May, busloads of eager schoolchildren on excursions take cities of artistic and historical interest by storm. 

Weatherwise, the best months for sightseeing are April, May, June, September, and October -- generally pleasant and not too hot. The hottest months are July and August, when humidity can make things unpleasant. Winters are relatively mild in most places on the main tourist circuit but always include some rainy spells. 

If you can avoid it, don't travel at all in Italy in August, when much of the population is on the move, especially around Ferragosto, the August 15 national holiday. Except for a few year-round resorts, including Taormina, coastal resorts usually close up tight from October or November to April; they're at their best in June and September, when everything is open but uncrowded.

Tuscany

Overview

Tuscany, or Toscana, lies in central Italy, midway down the peninsula, with miles of coastline on the Tyrrhenian Sea. Rolling hills, snow-covered mountains, and dramatic cypress trees provide breathtaking views seemingly whichever way you look. 

The Arno, perhaps its most famous river, stretches clear across the region from Florence before making its way to the sea just outside Pisa. The beauty of the Tuscan landscape proves a perfect foil for the abundance of superlative art and architecture found here. That same landscape also produces some of Italy's finest wines and olive oils. The combination of unforgettable art, glorious views, and eminently drinkable wines that pair beautifully with the simple food of the region makes a trip to Tuscany something beyond special. 

Tuscany was populated, at least by the 7th century BC, by the Etruscans, a mysterious lot who chose to live on hills -- the better to see the approaching enemy. Some 500 years later, the Romans came, saw, and conquered; by 241 BC they had built the Aurelia, a road from Rome to Pisa that is still very much in use today. 

The crumbling of the Roman Empire and subsequent invasions by marauding Lombards, Byzantines, and Holy Roman Emperors meant centuries of social turmoil. By the 12th century, the formation of city-states was occurring throughout Tuscany, in part, perhaps, because it was unclear exactly who was in charge. 

The two groups vying for power were the Guelphs and the Ghibellines, champions of the pope and the Holy Roman Emperor, respectively. They jostled for control of individual cities and of the region as a whole. Florence was more or less Guelph, and Siena, more often than not, was Ghibelline. This led to some bloody battles, notably the battle of Montaperti, in 1260, in which the Ghibellines roundly defeated the Guelphs. 

Eventually -- by the 14th century -- the Guelphs became the dominant force. But this did not mean that the warring Tuscan cities settled down to a period of relative peace and tranquility. The age in which Dante wrote his Divine Comedy and Giotto and Piero della Francesca created their incomparable frescoes was one of internecine strife. Florence was the power to be reckoned with; she coveted Siena and conquered and reconquered it during the 15th and 16th centuries. Finally, in 1555, Siena fell for good, and in rapid succession Pisa, Prato, Volterra, and Arezzo succumbed as well. They were all united under Florence to form the grand duchy of Tuscany. The only city to escape Florence's dominion was Lucca, which remained fiercely independent until the arrival of Napoléon. Eventually, however, even Florence's influence waned, and the 17th and 18th centuries saw the decline of the entire region as various armies swept across it. 

Today many of Tuscany's cities and towns are little changed. Civic rivalries that led to bloody battles so many centuries ago have given way to soccer rivalries. Renaissance pomp lives on in the celebration of local feast days and centuries-old traditions like the Palio in Siena or the Giostra del Saraceno (Joust of the Saracen) in Arezzo. Many present-day Tuscans look as though they might have served as models for paintings produced hundreds of years ago. In Tuscany, it often seems as though the Renaissance was something that took place within living memory. 

Best in 3 Days Itinerary 

If You Have 3 Days 

Florence is a practical starting point. See Lucca and the Leaning Tower in Pisa, then head for San Gimignano to stay overnight. The next day, explore the medieval alleyways of Siena for a few hours; then move on to Montepulciano for the night. You're sure to find a splendid restaurant here in which to dine, and a fine wine to complement your meal. The following day, detour south to the thermal waters of Saturnia and stroll through the medieval town of Pitigliano; then go north to Arezzo and head back to Florence via the A1 or, if you have time, along the twisting roads of Chianti (SS69, SS408, SS429, and SS222). 

If You Have 5 Days 

From Florence, head for industrial Prato to see its striking centro storico (old city); Pistoia, site of bitter Guelph-Ghibelline feuding; and, if you enjoy resorts, Montecatini Terme remains one of Europe's most famous spas. Stay over in Lucca and spend part of the next day exploring. Head for Pisa, then move on to the enchanting hilltop town of San Miniato and either Volterra or San Gimignano, the archetypal Tuscan town and a good place to spend your second night. 

On the third day, head through Chianti to Siena, perhaps Italy's loveliest medieval city. Next visit the Abbazia di Monte Oliveto Maggiore, Montalcino, and the Abbazia di Sant'Antimo, overnighting in or around Montepulciano. On the morning of your fifth day drive to Saturnia and enjoy a thermal bath, then make quick visits to Pitigliano and Pienza. 

Move on to handsome and heavily trafficked Cortona, where you can see works by Fra Angelico in the Museo Diocesano; in Arezzo stop at the church of San Francesco to look at Piero della Francesca's glorious frescoes. 

If You Have 7 Days 

As you approach Prato, you'll have time to visit the modern collection at the Centro per l'Arte Contemporanea L. Pecci. If you opt to see the resort town of Montecatini Terme, take the waters at one of the local terme (spas) or ride the funicular up to older Montecatini Alto. Extend your Pisa exploration beyond the Piazza del Duomo to include the Museo Nazionale di San Matteo, and then stay the night. 

From Pisa, head to the wine country. Take the SS67 east toward Florence, and before entering the city turn south to pick up the meandering SS222, the Strada Chiantigiana that runs through the heart of Chianti by way of Panzano, where you can sample local wine at one of the many enoteche (wine bars). Carry on to Castellina in Chianti and plan to stay two nights there or in nearby Radda in Chianti, dedicating a day to vineyard-hopping. 

Next, settle into a Siena hotel and take a day to see the city. From Siena head south to discover Montepulciano, Pienza, and Montalcino for a night. For a moving sight, detour to the Abbazia di San Galgano. East of Siena and well worth the side trip and last overnight are Cortona and Arezzo. 

For a taste of a more rugged landscape on the way back to Florence, detour through the Casentino, a mountainous region blanketed with a vast forest that is a far cry from the pastoral images associated with Tuscany. You'll take the winding SS70, called the Consuma, a splendidly scenic road with hairpin turns and blind corners.

Turin

Overview

Capital of the Piedmont region of northwest Italy, Turin -- Torino, in Italian -- had many claims to distinction before being chosen to host the 2006 Winter Olympics. The controversial relic called the Sacra Sindone (Holy Shroud), believed by many to be the cloth in which Christ's body was wrapped when he was taken down from the cross, has been housed in the city's cathedral since the 16th century. In the mid-19th century, Piedmont was one of the principal centers of the Risorgimento, the movement for Italian unity, and it was Turin's Chamber of Deputies that declared Italy a united kingdom in 1861. Following unification, Piedmont became one of the first industrialized regions in Italy, and Turin is still the center of the Italian automotive industry. FIAT -- the Fabbrica Italiana Automobili Torino -- was founded here in 1899. The manufacture of candy and chocolate is another Turinese specialty. 

As you head west from Turin into the Colline ("little hills"), the Alps come into better view. Hence the region's name: Piedmont (Piemonte in Italian), meaning "foot of the mountains". Here the long history of the House of Savoy, which ruled Piedmont for over 500 years, is reflected in storybook medieval towns such as Avigliana, Rivoli, and Saluzzo. The dramatically situated Abbey of St. Michael (Sacra di San Michele), built high atop Mt. Pirchiriano, inspired Umberto Eco's novel The Name of the Rose. At Piedmont's western edge, near the border with France, lie Bardonecchia and Sestriere, two of the venues chosen for the 2006 Winter Olympics. 

Southeast of Turin, in the hilly wooded areas around Asti and Alba, the rolling landscape is a patchwork of vineyards and dark woods dotted with hill towns and castles. This is wine country, producing some of Italy's most famous reds, as well sparkling whites such as Asti Spumante. And hidden away in the woods are the secret places where hunters and their dogs unearth the aromatic truffles which fetch their weight in gold at Alba's annual truffle fair in October. 

North of Piedmont, at Italy's border with France and Switzerland, is Valle d'Aosta, a semiautonomous, bilingual region where you will hear French spoken as well as Italian. Here the highest peaks in the Alps, the Matterhorn and Monte Bianco (Mont Blanc), compete for attention with the rugged and unspoiled wilderness of Italy's oldest national park, the Parco Nazionale del Gran Paradiso. Renowned resort towns such as Courmayeur and Breuil-Cervinia afford excellent skiing. The regional capital of Aosta has significant Roman ruins, and the spa town of St. Vincent is a popular gambling destination. 

Top 5 Reasons to Go to Piedmont & Valle d'Aosta 

1. Sacra di San Michele, 27 mi west of Turin. Explore one of Italy's most spectacularly situated religious buildings. 

2. Castello Fénis, 65 mi north of Turin. This many-turretted castle transports you back to the 15th century. 

3. Monte Bianco (Mont Blanc), 93 mi northwest of Turin. The cable car ride over the snowcapped mountain will take your breath away. 

4. Museo Egizio, Turin. A surprising treasure -- one of the richest collections of Egyptian art outside Cairo. 

5. Regal wines. Some of Italy's most revered reds and effervescent whites come from the hills a short drive south of Turin.

Umbria

Overview

Birthplace of saints, heart of Italy, and home to some of the country's greatest artistic treasures, Umbria is at once ancient and timeless. The hills, olive groves, and terraced vineyards of this mystic province are often wrapped in a bluish haze that gives its landscape an ethereal painted look. Blessed with steep hills, deep valleys, and fast-flowing rivers, the region has not yet been swamped by tourism. No town in Umbria boasts the extravagant wealth of art and architecture of Florence, Rome, or Venice, but this works in your favor. This is not to suggest that the cultural cupboard is bare. Perugia, the capital of the region, and Assisi, Umbria's most prominent city, are rich in art and architecture, as are Orvieto, Todi, and Spoleto. 

The earliest inhabitants of Umbria, the Umbri, were thought by the Romans to be the most ancient inhabitants of Italy. Little is known about them, since with the coming of Etruscan culture the tribe fled into the mountains in the eastern portion of the region. The Etruscans were in turn supplanted by the Romans. Unlike Tuscany and other regions of central Italy, Umbria had few powerful medieval families to exert control over the cities in the Middle Ages -- its proximity to Rome ensured that it would always be more or less under papal domination. 

In the center of the country, bordering the regions of Tuscany, the Marches, and Latium, Umbria has for much of its history been a battlefield where armies from north and south clashed. In spite of this bloodshed, Umbria has produced more than its share of Christian saints. The most famous is St. Francis. His great shrine at Assisi is visited by hundreds of thousands of pilgrims each year. St. Clare, his devoted follower, was Umbria-born, as were St. Benedict, St. Rita of Cascia, and the patron saint of lovers, St. Valentine. 

East of Umbria, the Marches region (Le Marche to Italians) stretches between the hills of the southern Apennines and the Adriatic Sea. It's a scenic region of mountains and valleys, with great turreted castles standing on high peaks. The Renaissance came to its fullest flower in the lonely mountain town of Urbino, which became a haven of culture and learning that rivaled the greater, richer, and more powerful city of Florence, and even Rome itself. 

Best in 5 to 7 Days Itinerary 

In Perugia, your main stops should be the Galleria Nazionale dell'Umbria and the Collegio del Cambio, both housed in the atmospheric Palazzo dei Priori. Spend the rest of your day ambling along Corso Vannucci and toiling up and down the steep lanes on either side. Devote your second day to the medieval hill town of Assisi and its magnificently restored basilica. On your third day, get an early start and head south to Spoleto, where narrow streets abound with evocative views and delightful surprises. 

Given five days, you have time to spend a couple of them exploring the unspoiled neighboring region of the Marches. The area is somewhat remote, and your means of transportation will dictate what you can see. In any case, start your tour in Perugia, and follow the itinerary above for your first two days. If you are traveling by public transportation, spend your third night in Spoleto, where you can jump on a train bound for Ancona; from here you can board a bus or a train for Pésaro and Urbino. 

This hilltop gem retains its proud, self-contained character, almost untouched by modern construction. Plan for at least half a day for reaching Urbino from Spoleto, and it's not much shorter by car, crossing the Marches border from Gubbio, where you might spend your last day appreciating the views, shops, and choice hotels and restaurants. 

Reserve four days for Umbria and three for the Marches. With greater flexibility you can choose how many nights you want to spend in Umbria's capital, Perugia, and how many in the region's smaller centers. Two nights in Perugia allows you to explore the city thoroughly, including the archaeological museum, and you could take the easy excursion to the wine village of Torgiano or the ceramics town of Deruta. Or spend a night in Gubbio. Spoleto- and Assisi- are essential stops; you might stay for a night in each. 

From Spoleto you can explore the classic hill town of Todi, unspoiled Narni, and the wine mecca Orvieto (they can also be seen on your way to or from Rome, only about 90 minutes away). From Spoleto drive north to the Marches region for your last three days. Urbino is a must-see in the Marches. Head south for the inland town of Ascoli Piceno -- there is little in the way of hotels, galleries, or sophisticated shops here, but it's marvelously quaint. On the way -- or on the way back -- drop in at the sanctuary of Loreto, nestled in the mountains 24 km (15 mi) south of Ancona.

Venice

Overview

It is called La Serenissima, or "the most serene," a reference to the monstrous power, majesty, and wisdom of this city that was for centuries the unrivaled leader in trade between Europe and the Orient and the staunch bulwark of Christendom against the tides of Turkish expansion. "The most serene" also refers to the way in which those visiting have looked upon Venice, a miraculous city imperturbably floating on its calm blue lagoon. 

Built entirely on water by men who dared defy the sea, Venice is like no other place in the world. No matter how many times you have seen it in movies or TV commercials, the real thing is more dreamlike than you could ever imagine. Its most famous buildings, the Basilica di San Marco and the Palazzo Ducale, seem hardly Italian: delightfully idiosyncratic, they're exotic mixes of Byzantine, Gothic, and Renaissance styles. Shimmering sunlight and silvery mist soften every perspective here, making it easy to understand how the city became renowned in the Renaissance for its artists' rendering of color. It's a place full of secrets, inexpressibly romantic, and at times given over entirely to pleasure. 

Best of Venice in 4 Days 

There are enough interesting things to see and do in Venice alone (not to mention the surrounding region) to fill weeks and even months of exploring. Assuming you don't have the luxury of that much time, you can use the plan below as an introduction to the world's most beautiful city. 

Day 1 

Start with a morning cruise along the Grand Canal from Piazzale Roma to San Zaccaria. You'll see Piazza San Marco for the first time from the water, as travelers before you have for hundreds of years. Spend the morning visiting the Basilica and Palazzo Ducale, allowing time to climb the Campanile. After lunch, take Salizzada San Moisè and Calle Larga XXII Marzo -- lined with fashionable shops -- to reach the traghetto (gondola ferry) in Campo Santa Maria del Giglio. Once across the Grand Canal, bear left and walk to the baroque Chiesa della Madonna della Salute, with several paintings by Titian. The Punta della Dogana, to the right as you come out of the church, opens to one of the best panoramas in town. Head for the Peggy Guggenheim Collection, home of first-rate 20th-century art, and then stretch your legs on the Zattere promenade while having a gelato. 

Day 2 

On day two, start early to beat the crowds at the Rialto Bridge and market. Don't miss the lively pescheria, where fish have been sold for more than 1,000 years. Follow the main drag to Campo San Polo and the Chiesa dei Frari, with two important works by Titian. Visit the Scuola Grande di San Rocco, famous for a series of more than 50 paintings by Tintoretto -- Venice's answer to the Sistine Chapel. After lunch, jump into 18th-century Venice at Ca' Rezzonico. Finish your day with a visit to the Gallerie dell'Accademia, with masterpieces of Western painting dating from the 14th to 19th century. 

Day 3 

Start day three by exploring the sestiere of Castello. (On a clear morning, consider a stop first on the Isola di San Giorgio, with breathtaking views of the lagoon and the city. From Piazza San Marco, go to the church of San Zaccaria, with a famous altarpiece by Giovanni Bellini. Then visit the Greek church of San Giorgio dei Greci, lined with Byzantine icons. Time your walk to hit the Scuola di San Giorgio degli Schiavoni before it closes at midday. Take a glance at the graceful Santa Maria Formosa, then follow Calle del Paradiso via Campo Santa Marina toward a miracle born of marble, Santa Maria dei Miracoli. After a late lunch, visit Campo Santi Giovanni e Paolo and its Gothic abbey; then take Barbaria delle Tole to the Campo dell'Arsenale. Take vaporetto Line 82 from the Giardini della Biennale to the Giudecca, where you can have dinner, or return to Piazza San Marco along the Riva degli Schiavoni, particularly beautiful at sunset. 

Day 4 

On your final morning, take a guided tour of the Jewish Ghetto. Board vaporetto Line 42 (Ponte delle Guglie landing) by 11 AM, cruising to the islands of the lagoon: Murano and its glass museum, where you should stop for lunch; Burano and its lace museum, where you should have a merenda (afternoon tea) with the local cookies called buranelli; and romantic Torcello, wrapped in the mists of the lagoon. 

Luxembourg City

Overview

Seen through early morning mists, Luxembourg City revives the magic of Camelot. Yet it is actually the nerve center of a thousand-year-old seat of government, a bustling and important element of the European Union (EU), a spot where the past still speaks, the present interprets, and the future listens. 

One of the smallest countries in the United Nations, Luxembourg comprises only 2,587 square km (999 square mi). It is dwarfed by its neighbours, yet from its history of invasion, occupation, and siege, you might think the land covered solid gold. Starting in AD 963, when Charlemagne's descendant Sigefroid began to build his castle atop the promontory of the Bock, the duchy encased itself in layer upon layer of fortifications until by the mid-19th century its very impregnability was considered a threat. The Castle of Luxembourg was ultimately dismantled in the name of peace, its neutrality "guaranteed" by the 1867 Treaty of London. But the Grand Duchy was to be invaded twice again, in 1914 and 1940. Its experiences during World War II convinced Luxembourg of the necessity to cooperate with all its neighbours to avoid conflicts. The entire country now flaunts new wealth, new political muscle, and the highest per capita income in Europe. 

This is a country of parades and processions, good cheer, and a hearty capacity for beer and Moselle wine. In its traditions, values, and politics, it remains more conservative than its neighbours. This may occasionally seem stifling to younger Luxembourgers, but to the majority of their elders these attitudes express the age-old national motto, Mir wëlle bleiwe wat mir sin ("We want to remain what we are"). 

Sights & Activities 

As you arrive in the capital of Luxembourg from the airport and cross the Grande Duchesse Charlotte Bridge, you are greeted by an awe-inspiring panorama of medieval stonework fortifications fronted by massive gates. Then, after a left turn into boulevard Royal, you're back in the 20th century of BMW and Mercedes cars and glittering glass-and-concrete office buildings. A block away, in the Old City, the sedate pace of a provincial picture-book town delightfully returns. 

The military fortifications and the Old Town, with its cobbled streets and inviting public squares, make for terrific exploring. In 1994 the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) declared these areas part of the world's cultural heritage. 

Malta

Overview

Hulking megalithic temples, ornate Baroque churches, narrow old-world streets, and hilltop citadels are Malta's human legacy. Dizzying limestone cliffs, sparkling Mediterranean seas, and charming rural landscapes make up its natural beauty. The country's three main islands -- Malta, Gozo, and Comino -- offer history, water sports, spectacular coastal views, and culinary delights. 

In its 7,000 years of human habitation, Malta has been overrun by every major Mediterranean power: Phoenicians, Carthaginians, Romans, Byzantines, and Arabs; Normans, Swabians, Angevin, Aragonese, and the Knights of the Order of St. John of Jerusalem; the French, the British, and now tourists. The Germans and Italians tried to take it in World War II -- their air raids were devastating -- but could not. 

The islands' history with the Knights of the Order of St. John has given them their lasting character. In 1530, more than 400 years before the Axis powers' assault, Charles V of Spain granted Malta to the Knights after the Ottoman Turks chased them out of Rhodes. In 1565, when the forces of Süleyman the Magnificent laid siege to the islands, it was the Knights' turn, with the faithful backing of the Maltese, to send the Turks packing. 

The handsome limestone buildings and fortifications that the wealthy Knights left behind are all around the islands. Malta has plenty of modern development, too -- all the more reason to stick to the historic sights on Malta and head to quieter Gozo to relax and enjoy the sea. 

Sights & Activities 

Malta's capital, the minicity of Valletta on the island of Malta, has ornate palaces and museums protected by massive fortifications of honey-color limestone. Houses along the narrow streets have overhanging wooden balconies for people-watching. 

The three cities area of Vittoriosa, Senglea, and Cospicua, across the Grand Harbor from Valletta, has its old-world charms, while Malta's southern and eastern areas have prehistoric sites, as well as the stunning cliffs and waters around the Blue Grotto. The ancient and silent walled city of Mdina rises out of the center of the island. 

The island of Gozo, northwest of Malta, is a place to relax. Its capital, Victoria, is a charming old city with warrens of narrow streets, a hilltop Cittadella, and two main squares. The island has some superb restaurants, and local bakeries turn out tasty, crusty round loaves. Lace making is practiced here by a diminishing number of older women. At the same time, diving has become increasingly popular, especially at Xlendi Bay. 

The 3-square-km (1-square-mi) island of Comino, between Malta and Gozo, is populated by a handful of people year-round. Day-trippers walk the dirt paths and swim in the beautiful but overcrowded Blue Lagoon. 

Netherlands:
Amsterdam
Rotterdam
Amsterdam

Overview

Amsterdam has as many facets as a 40-carat diamond polished by one of the city's gem cutters: the capital, and spiritual "downtown," of a nation ingrained with the principles of tolerance; a veritable Babylon of old-world charm; a font for homegrown geniuses such as Rembrandt and Van Gogh; a cornucopia bursting with parrot tulips and other greener -- more potent -- blooms; and a unified social zone that takes in cozy bars, archetypal "brown" cafés, and outdoor markets. While impressive gabled houses bear witness to the Golden Age of the 17th century, their upside-down images reflected in the waters of the city's canals symbolize and magnify the contradictions within the broader Dutch society. With a mere 730,000 friendly souls and with almost everything a scant 10-minute bike ride away, Amsterdam is actually like a village that happens to pack the cultural wallop of a megalopolis. 

Set on 160 man-made canals (stretching 75 km [50 mi]), Amsterdam also has the largest historical inner city in Europe. The French writer J-K Huysmans once called Amsterdam "a dream, an orgy of houses and water." It's true: when compared with other major European cities, this one is uniquely defined by houses, rather than palaces, estates, and other aristocratic folderol. Most of the 7,000 registered monuments here began as residences and warehouses of humble merchants. 

 Like the canals' waters, the city's historical evolution has followed a cyclical pattern of down spins and upswings. Amsterdam's official voyage toward global domination began in 1275, when Floris V, count of Holland, decreed that the fledgling settlement would be exempt from paying tolls. Consequently, the community, then called Aemstelredamme, was soon taking in tons of beer from Hamburg, along with a lot of thirsty settlers. The beer profits opened up other fields of endeavor, and by the 17th century, Amsterdam had become the richest and most powerful city in the world. It had also produced the world's first-ever multinational company: the East India Company (VOC), which shipped spices, among other goods, between Asia and Europe. The VOC's massive profits led directly to Amsterdam's Golden Age, when it was called, in Voltaire's words, "the storage depot of the world." 

No doubt, this "embarrassment of riches" affected the character of the city. While the rest of Europe still felt it necessary to uphold the medieval tags of "honor" and "heroism," Amsterdam had the luxury of focusing just on money -- and the consequent liberty it created. French historian Henri Mechoulan once said, "Amsterdam must be regarded as the cradle of freedom" -- and it's certainly no coincidence that the city is where the noted 16th-century political thinker John Locke wrote his Epistula de Tolerantia, where 17th-century scientist Jan Swammerdam laid the foundations of entomology, where philosophers like Spinoza and Descartes could propound controversial world views, and where architects like Hendrick de Keyser, Joseph van Campen, and Daniel Stalpaert could pursue their own visions of the ideal. 

Amsterdammers' business sense also led, in turn, to a broad tolerance for people of diverse cultures and religions. The onset of a second goldenish age in the late 19th century, through an escalation of Indonesian profits, the discovery of diamonds in South Africa, and the opening of the North Sea Channel, resulted in a doubling of the population. Then, with the post-World War II boom, another wave of immigrants, now from the former colonies of Indonesia, Suriname, and the Antilles as well as "guest workers" from Morocco and Turkey, thronged in. 

Today, Amsterdam bills itself as the business "Gateway to Europe." Hundreds of foreign companies have established headquarters here to take advantage of the city's central location in the European Union. The city is consequently hastening to upgrade its infrastructure and to create new cityscapes to lure photographers away from the diversions of the infamous Red Light District. For example, the Eastern Docklands -- once a bastion for squatters attracted to its abandoned warehouses -- has recently been transformed into a new hub of culture focused around the boardwalk, the reinvented Hotel Lloyd, and the acoustically perfect Muziekgebouw. 

Still, it will take Amsterdam time to fully erase more than eight centuries of spicy, erratic history: Anabaptists running naked in the name of religious fervor in 1535; suicides after the 1730s crash of the tulip-bulb market; riots galore, from the Eel Riot of the 1880s to the squatter riots 100 years later; jazz trumpeter Chet Baker's swan dive from a hotel room window in 1988. Today, the city's love of debauchery is still on display during the festival of Queen's Day, when it transforms itself into a remarkably credible depiction of the Fall of Rome. And endless debates -- about sin, students, gayness, sex and drugs, even, yes, about coffee shops -- keep the boisterous, colorful attitude of the place intact. 

Best in 3 Days 

Day 1 

If you're prepared to be exhausted, it's possible to sample quite a few of Amsterdam's highlights in a single day. You should begin at the main rail terminus, Centraal Station, and head south along the (unfortunately quite tacky) Damrak street, turning right on Oudebrugsteeg for several blocks until you get to the Museum Amstelkring (at Oudezijds Voorburgwal 40), where you'll get a full blast of Golden Age splendor, thanks to spectacular period rooms and the famous "Our Dear Lord in the Attic" church. Afterward, backtrack to the Damrak, turn left, and continue south -- noting the famous Beurs van Berlage stock exchange along the way -- until you reach the seething hub of the Dam, the broadest square in the old section of town. Landmarked by the Nieuwe Kerk -- site of all Dutch coronations -- it is also home to the magical 17th-century Het Koninklijk Paleis, which fills the western side of the square. Its richly decorated marble interiors are open to the public when the queen isn't in residence. From the Dam, follow the busy pedestrian shopping street, Kalverstraat, south to the entrance to the Amsterdams Historisch Museum. Here you can get an enjoyable, easily digestible lesson on the city's past, including its freely accessible Schutters Gallery with its massive Golden Age group portraits. 

Passing through the painting gallery of the Historisch Museum brings you to the entrance of the Begijnhof, a blissfully peaceful courtyard oasis. Behind the Begijnhof you come to an open square, the Spui, lined with popular sidewalk cafés, and to the Singel, the innermost of Amsterdam's concentric canals. Cut through the canals by way of the romantic Heisteeg alley and its continuation, the Wijde Heisteeg, turning left down the Herengracht to the corner of Leidsegracht. This is part of the prestigious Gouden Bocht, the grandest stretch of canal in town. 

Continue down the Herengracht to the Vijzelstraat and turn right to the next canal, the Keizersgracht. Cross the Keizersgracht and turn left to find the Museum van Loon, an atmospheric canal house, still occupied by the family that has owned it for centuries but open to the public. Turn back down Keizersgracht until you reach the very posh Nieuwe Spiegelstraat; take another right and walk toward Museumplein. Rising up in front of you is the redbrick, neo-Gothic splendor of the Rijksmuseum, housing the world's greatest collection of Dutch art, or, for now, at least, its "Best of the Golden Age" selection (with its world-famed Rembrandts and Vermeers) found in the only wing not undergoing massive renovation in the coming years. When you leave the Rijksmuseum, head for Museumplein itself; to your right is Paulus Potterstraat (look for the diamond factory on the far corner), where you'll find the Van Gogh Museum, which contains a unique collection of the artist's work. 

Continuing along Paulus Potterstraat, at the corner of Van Baerlestraat, you'll reach what used to be the Stedelijk Museum (the collection of modern art from Picasso to the present is now temporarily housed on the second and third floors of the former Post Group building, close to Centraal Station). Just around the corner of Van Baerlestraat, facing the back of the Rijksmuseum across Museumplein, is the magnificent 19th-century concert hall, the Concertgebouw. A short walk back up along Van Baerlestraat will bring you to the Vondelpark -- acre after acre of parkland -- where you can relax after your day of sightseeing. 

Day 2 

The most iconic sights in Amsterdam are the grand, crescent-shape waterways of the Grachtengordel (girdle or ring of canals), lined with splendid buildings and pretty, gabled houses. On your second day, take full advantage of these delights -- wander off the main thoroughfares, saunter along the smaller canals that crisscross them, and sample the charms of such historic city neighborhoods as the Jordaan. Begin at busy Dam Square and circle around behind the royal palace to follow the tram tracks into the wide and busy Raadhuisstraat. Once you cross the Herengracht, turn right along the canal; at the bend in the first block you will see the Nederlands Theatermuseum, which occupies two gorgeous 17th-century houses. Return to the Raadhuisstraat and turn right, following it to the Westermarkt. Stop for a fish snack at the stall under the shadow of the tower of the Westerkerk, on the right, facing the next canal. This landmark is Rembrandt's burial place. Make a right past the church and follow the Prinsengracht canal to the Anne Frankhuis, where you can visit the attic hideaway in which Anne Frank wrote her diary. 

The neighborhood to your left, across the canal, is the Jordaan, full of curious alleys and pretty canals, intriguing shops, and cafés that are perfect for dinner. At the intersection of the Prinsengracht and Brouwersgracht, turn and take a digestive stroll along the Brouwersgracht, one of the most picturesque canals in Amsterdam. Stop in at one of the Jordaan's charmingly grotty brown cafés for an after-dinner drink, then head back to your hotel via the romantically lighted canal rings. 

Day 3 

On your third day, start by exploring "Rembrandt's neighborhood," Amsterdam's historic Jewish Quarter. Begin at its heart, Waterlooplein. Today the square is dominated by the imposing modern Muziektheater/Stadhuis (Music Theater/Town Hall), which is surrounded by a large and lively flea market. East of Waterlooplein, on Jonas Daniël Meijerplein, is the Joods Historisch Museum, skillfully converted from a number of old synagogues. Just to the east of that, on the corner of Mr. Visserplein and Jonas Daniël Meijerplein, is the stately Portugees Israelitische Synagoge. Its interior is simple but awe-inspiring because of its vast size and floods of natural light. 

Venturing over to the sylvan Plantage neighborhood, you'll find that the varied flora cultivated in the greenhouses of the Hortus Botanicus is just across the canal. Then you might want to make a short diversion to the Verzetsmuseum, which explains the Dutch resistance to the occupying forces, passive and active, during the Second World War. But for something more lighthearted, especially if you have children in tow, proceed to the Artis Zoo (which was attractively laid out in parklike surroundings in the 19th century and has a well-stocked aquarium). Time permitting, take Tram 9 or 14 farther east along Plantage Middenlaan, to the Tropenmuseum, which has riveting displays on tropical cultures and a special children's section. 

Alternatively, you can walk from the synagogue up Jodenbreestraat, where -- in the second house from the corner by the Zwanenburgwal -- you'll find the Museum het Rembrandthuis, the mansion where Rembrandt lived at the height of his prosperity, and which now houses a large collection of his etchings. Cross the bridge to St. Antoniesbreestraat and follow it to the Zuiderkerk, whose rather Asian-looking spire is the neighborhood's chief landmark. Take St. Antoniesbreestraat north to Nieuwmarkt. Take Koningsstraat to the Kromboomssloot and turn left, then right at Rechtboomssloot (both pretty, leafy canals), and follow it through this homey neighborhood, the oldest in Amsterdam, to Montelbaanstraat; turn left and cut through to the broad Oude Waal canal. Follow it right to the Montelbaanstoren, a tower that dates back to the 16th century and was often sketched by Rembrandt. Up Kalkmarkt from the tower is Prins Hendrikkade, which runs along the eastern docks. 

Following Prins Hendrikkade east, you'll enter the modern world with a bang at the NEMO Science & Technology Center. A little farther on is the Nederlands Scheepvaartmuseum, where there is a fascinating replica of an old Dutch East India ship. Across the bridge on Hoogte Kadijk is the Museum werf't Kromhout, where wooden sailing boats are still restored and repaired. If, on the other hand, you go west along Prins Hendrikkade to Gelderskade, you can see the Schreierstoren, the tower where legend has it that women used to stand weeping and waiting for their men to return from sea. This is where Henry Hudson set sail for America in the 16th century -- so it's a fitting farewell finale for your third day.

Rotterdam

Overview

In and around the province of Zuid-Holland (South Holland), six major urban centers cluster in a horseshoe arc to the west and south of Amsterdam: Haarlem, Leiden, Delft, Gouda, Utrecht, and Rotterdam. Each of these centers has continued to develop, prosper, and grow independently from the capital -- so extravagantly that the borders of each community nearly verge on the next. In fact, the whole of South Holland is now dubbed the Randstad ("Border City") because locals consider it one mammoth megalopolis -- a movement begun three decades ago, when Leiden began to stretch a hand south to The Hague, and Delft found itself beginning to be compressed between The Hague and Rotterdam. More than 25% of Holland's 15 million residents now live in and around the 10 small- to large-size cities that are within 80 km (50 mi) of the capital. 

Rotterdam is the industrial center of Holland and the world's largest port. The city's quaint statue of Erasmus was long ago overshadowed by some of the most forward-looking architecture to dazzle any European city. When Rotterdam's city center and harbor were completely destroyed in World War II, the authorities decided to start afresh rather than try to reconstruct its former maze of canals. The imposing, futuristic skyline along the banks of the Maas River has been developing since then. Today, say architectural pundits, we have seen the future, and it is Manhattan-on-the-Maas (as locals call it), thanks in large part to the efforts of major figures such as Rem Koolhaas, Eric van Egeraat, and UN Studio. 

Elsewhere in the region, you can pursue the ghost of Frans Hals through the Golden Age streets of Haarlem; discover the great university and the church of America's Pilgrim Fathers based at Leiden; feast on Gouda in Gouda; explore the time-stained town center of Utrecht; and wander through the ancient cobbled streets of Delft, which once colored the world with its unique blue. Many other colors are on view in Holland's fabled tulip fields. Every spring, green thumbers everywhere make a pilgrimage to Lisse to view them at the noted tulip gardens known as the Keukenhof, and drive the Bollenstreek Route, which takes them through miles of countryside glowing with gorgeous hues and blooms. Though you would miss much of interest if you left Holland after visiting no more than this corner of the country, there is no other region that so well merits your time. Indeed, although it remains an area small enough to drive through in a day, it is also interesting enough to take weeks to explore. 

Best of Rotterdam & the Randstad in 3 to 6 Days 

There is no need to rent a car to journey through this region, as every location is accessible by public transport. Indeed, for many of the towns covered in this chapter, traffic and parking just make car rental a headache. Kinderdijk, Muiden, and Brielle do not have convenient train stations, but all three are on bus routes, bringing them easily within reach of the independent, carless traveler. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Get an early start from Amsterdam and head west to nearby Haarlem, a Golden Age town made famous by art. Here, lying in the shadow of a nest of lovely medieval buildings in the heart of this 900-year-old city, you'll find the Frans Hals Museum, housing many of the roistering and unforgettable portraits of this 17th-century painter. Explore the famous Church of Sint Bavo -- adorably framed by a flower market -- the history-rich main square, the tapestried Town Hall, and the Renaissance-era Hallen exhibition halls, and end with the great old-master drawings on view at the Teylers Museum. After lunch, set off for Leiden, birthplace of Rembrandt and home base for the Pilgrim Fathers; as home to Holland's greatest university, the city is packed with cosmopolitan hotels, restaurants, and shops, offering a fine place to break your stay. Follow in Rembrandt's footsteps (about all you can do, since nearly all traces of him and his family have vanished hereabouts) and explore the quaint streets. If it's springtime, take the N208 out of town and through the bulb fields to Lisse, heart of Tulip Country and home to the famed Keukenhof Gardens. On your second morning journey south and take your car or tram (20 minutes) to nearby Delft, one of the most beautifully preserved historic towns in the country and the place that gave us Delftware and that mysterious master painter Vermeer. Happily, many streets and canals in the Centrum, the historic center, have a once-upon-a-time feel, and you may be tempted to set up your own easel in a minute. There are some patrician mansion-museums to explore here, and you can visit the city's renowned porcelain factory. On your third morning head 23 km (14 mi) southeast to Rotterdam. Start by going out to Delfshaven, then take a breathless trip around the Dubbelde Palmboom museum as you briskly take in the harbor. On your way back across town walk along the old harbor at Veerhaven, before crossing the Erasmus Bridge to the Kop van Zuid. A great museum is the famous Museum Boijmans van Beuningen, home to some legendary old-master paintings, including Pieter Bruegel the Elder's Tower of Babel. Take in Wilhelminaplein and the shops before jumping into a water taxi and crossing the river, this time across to the Oude Haven, where you should have time to see the Kijk-Kubus cube houses by Blaak railway station; then hop a train back to Amsterdam. 

If You Have 6 Days 

Extend the three-day itinerary above by starting with an overnight stay in Rotterdam, which will allow you to luxuriate in extra time. You could head to Het Park, an ideal antidote to the city's bustle, and, for a fantastic view, go up the Euromast, or go to the Architecture Institute to learn more about the Kop van Zuid and Blaak districts. In historic Delfshaven, go to the Pilgrim Fathers' Church, or explore the Oude Haven. Other museums in the city include specialty collections such as the city's historical museum, split between exhibitions in Het Schielandshuis and De Dubbelde Palmboom. In the Entrepot district you could pick up some shopping in the interior design district, along the marina. Climb on board a warship at the Maritiem Museum. See photography and art collections at the Witte de With Center for Contemporary Art. As you wander up Westersingel, take in the Sculpture Terrace and the biggest skate park in the city. If you want a mini-escape from urban bustle, visit the enormous Kinderdijk windmills, an easy day trip from Rotterdam that you can even visit by boat. 

On the way back north, stop off in Gouda, famed not only for its cheeses but also for its medieval City Hall and the magnificent stained glass in the Sint Janskerk. Opt to take the train or the A12 to Utrecht, where you can climb the Gothic Domtoren, the highest church tower in the Netherlands, for a panoramic view of the countryside. Back on ground level, you can visit a delightful museum of music boxes, player pianos, and barrel organs, or learn about the history of train travel in the Spoorwegmuseum (Railway Museum). Explore the possibility of an afternoon trip to the Kasteel de Haar, Holland's most spectacular castle extravaganza. Return to Amsterdam either by car or -- via Utrecht's railway hub -- by train.

Norway:
Bergen
Oslo
Bergen

Overview

Many fall in love at first sight with Bergen, Norway's second-largest city. Seven rounded lush mountains, pastel-color wooden houses, historic Bryggen, winding cobblestone streets, and Hanseatic relics all make it a place of enchantment. Its many epithets include "Trebyen" (Wooden City; it has many wooden houses), "Regnbyen" (Rainy City, due to its 200 days of rain a year), and "Fjordbyen" (Gateway to the fjords). Surrounded by forested mountains and Fjords, it's only natural that most Bergensers feel at home either on the mountains (skiing, hiking, walking, or at their cabins) or at sea (fishing and boating). As for the rainy weather, most visitors quickly learn the necessity of rain jackets and umbrellas. Bergen is even the site of the world's first umbrella vending machine. 

Residents take legendary pride in their city and its luminaries. The composer Edvard Grieg, the violinist Ole Bull, and Ludvig Holberg, Scandinavia's answer to Molière, all made great contributions to Norwegian culture. Today their legacy lives on in nationally acclaimed theater, music, film, dance, and art. The singer Sondre Lerche, pianist Leif Ove Andsnes, choreographer Jo Strømgren, and author Gunnar Staalesen all live in Bergen. Every year a host of lively festivals attracts national and international artists. 

This harbour city has played a vital role in the Norwegian economy. Before the discovery of North Sea oil and Bergen's subsequent rise as the capital of Norway's oil industry, the city was long a major center of fishing and shipping. In fact, Bergen was founded in 1070 by Olav Kyrre as a commercial center. In the 14th century, Hanseatic merchants settled in Bergen and made it one of their four major overseas trading centers. The surviving Hanseatic wooden buildings on Bryggen (the quay) are topped with triangular cookie-cutter roofs and painted in red, blue, yellow, and green. Monuments in themselves (they are on the UNESCO World Heritage List), the buildings tempt travelers and locals to the shops, restaurants, and museums inside. In the evening, when the Bryggen is illuminated, these modest buildings, together with the stocky Rosenkrantz Tower, the Fløyen, and the yachts lining the pier, are reflected in the waters of the harbor -- and provide one of the loveliest cityscapes in northern Europe. 

Sights & Activities 

The heart of Bergen is Torgallmenningen, the city's central square, which runs from Ole Bulls plass to Fisketorget on the harbor, facing Bryggen. From here, the rest of Bergen spreads up the sides of the seven mountains that surround it, with some sights concentrated near the university and others near a small lake called Lille Lungegårdsvann. Fløyen, the mountain to the east of the harbor, is the most accessible for day-trippers. Before you begin your walking tour, you can take the funicular (cable car) up to the top of it for a particularly fabulous overview of the city. 

Oslo

Overview

What sets Oslo apart from other European cities is not so much its cultural traditions or its internationally renowned museums as its simply stunning natural beauty. How many world capitals have subway service to the forest, or lakes and hiking trails within city limits? But Norwegians will be quick to remind you that Oslo is a cosmopolitan metropolis with prosperous businesses and a thriving nightlife. 

Once overlooked by travelers to Scandinavia, Oslo is now a major tourist destination and the gateway to what many believe is Scandinavia's most scenic country. That's just one more change for this town of 500,000 -- a place that has become good at survival and rebirth throughout its nearly 1,000-year history. In 1348 a plague wiped out half the city's population. In 1624 a fire burned almost the whole of Oslo to the ground. It was redesigned and renamed Christiania by Denmark's royal builder, King Christian IV. After that it slowly gained prominence as the largest and most economically significant city in Norway. 

During the mid-19th century, Norway and Sweden were ruled as one kingdom, under Karl Johan. It was then that the grand main street that's his namesake was built, and Karl Johans Gate has been at the center of city life ever since. In 1905 the country separated from Sweden, and in 1925 an act of Parliament finally changed the city's name back to Oslo. Today, Oslo is Norway's political, economic, industrial, and cultural capital. The Norwegian royal family lives in Oslo, and it's where the Nobel peace prize is awarded. 

Open-minded and outgoing, Oslo has increasingly embraced global and European trends. For urban souls there are cultural attractions, nightclubs, cafés, and trendy boutiques, and for outdoors enthusiasts there is hiking, sailing, golfing, and skiing within the vast expanse of parks, forests, and fjords that make up greater Oslo. 

Best of Oslo in 1 to 3 Days 

If You Have 1 Day 

Begin your day walking down Karl Johans Gate, Oslo's main promenade and a hive of activity in summer. Start from the Royal Palace (Kongelig Slottet) and continue along until you reach Oslo S Station on the east end. In between these two points, take in Oslo University (Universitet) and Stortinget, the Parliament building. In between these two attractions, you can turn south down Roald Amundsens Gate and pass the Nationaltheatret (National Theater), the spiritual home of Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen, to see murals inside the Rådhuset. In the afternoon, walk to the rear of the town hall to view the magnificent Oslo fjord from one of the docked Viking ships at Aker Brygge, a disused shipyard area rebuilt into a shopping and commercial center. 

If You Have 2 Days 

Follow the itinerary above on Day 1, and on the second day take in the museums at Bygdøy, farther west along the Oslo fjord. Catch Ferry 91 from Pier 3 at the rear of the Rådhuset beside Aker Brygge. Start with the open-air Norsk Folkemuseum, where you can wander among more than 170 examples of traditional wooden housing from as far back as the 14th century. Next visit the Vikingskiphuset, which has the best-preserved Viking ships in existence. Continue along to either the Kon-Tiki Museum to learn about the travels of famous Norwegian explorer Thor Heyerdahl, or the Fram-Museet to board the legendary polar vessel, Fram. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Follow the itineraries for Days 1 and 2 above. On Day 3 visit the Vigelandsparken sculpture park. Norwegian artist Gustav Vigeland (1869-1943) spent a lifetime creating his masterwork -- a glorious park with more than 200 bronze, granite, and steel sculptures. Afterward, take the T-bane line 1 to Oslo's ski fields at Holmenkollen, no matter what the season. Experience the Holmenkollbakken ski museum, then head to the historic Frognerseteren restaurant to sample Norwegian specialties like reindeer and salmon.

Poland:
Krakow
Warsaw 

Kraków

Overview

Renaissance arcades, enchanting onion domes, Baroque spires, storybook streets, and Leonardo da Vinci's sublime painting Cecilia Gallerani -- little wonder the stunning beauty of this 1,000-year-old city and its sights attracts hundreds of thousands of visitors annually. Kraków (Cracow), seat of Poland's oldest university and the former capital of Poland, is one of the few Polish cities that escaped devastation by Hitler's armies during World War II. UNESCO listed Kraków as a World Heritage site in 1978 for its historic buildings and sites. 

Today Kraków's fine towers, facades, and churches, reflecting seven centuries of Polish architecture, continue to make it the shop window of Poland. Until as recently as the 19th century there was a moat encircling the Old Town; now the parkland, called Planty, encircles the city. The center of Kraków is the Main Market Square, a medieval textile bazaar where Polish kings came the day after their coronations to meet the city's burghers and receive homage and tribute in the name of all the towns of Poland. 

Sights & Activities 

Kraków's streets are a vast and lovely living museum, and the Stare Miasto (Old Town) in particular is a historical gold mine. Its ancient houses, churches, and palaces can overwhelm visitors with sights. The heart of it all is Kraków's Rynek Glówny, or Main Market Square. 

To the immediate southeast of the Old Town is the old Jewish quarter of Kazimierz. This was once a separate town, chartered in 1335 by its founder, Kazimierz the Great. In 1495 Kraków's Jews were expelled from the city by King John Albert, and they resettled in Kazimierz. The Jewish community of Kazimierz came to an abrupt and tragic end during World War II. 

Warsaw

Overview

The geographical core and political center of Poland since 1611, Warsaw will doubtless shock the first-time visitor with its bleak postwar architecture. But the history of this city can turn dismay first to amazement and then to deep admiration for the surviving one-third of its inhabitants who so energetically rebuilt their city -- literally from the ashes -- starting in 1945. 

Warsaw was in the worst possible location during World War II, and perhaps nowhere else in Europe are there so many reminders of that time: plaques describing massacres of Poles by the Nazis are numerous. (The city's darkest hours came in April 1943, when the inhabitants of the Jewish ghetto rose up in arms against the Nazis and were brutally put down, and in the summer of 1944, when the Warsaw Uprising was ultimately defeated.) 

Yet amid the drabness you will find architectural attractions, such as historic Old Town, rebuilt brick by brick after the war according to old prints, photographs, and paintings. Also impressive is the wedding cake-like Palace of Culture and Science, Stalin's early 1950s gift to the city. Warsaw also has lovely churches and monasteries and interesting monuments and museums, and it bustles with activity during the summer -- with theater, book, jazz, and classical music festivals. 

Sights & Activities 

Although many of the buildings in central Warsaw were built in an austere, quasi-Gothic, Stalinist style, a large number of prewar buildings were carefully restored or, in many cases, completely reconstructed following clues in old prints and paintings. A case in point is the beautiful Rynek Starego Miasta (Old Town Square). The Zamek Królewski (Royal Castle), which houses a museum, is the greatest of the rebuilt monuments. 

Apart from the embankment carved out by the Wisla (Vistula) River, which runs through the city south to north, Warsaw is entirely flat. Most sights, attractions, and hotels lie to the west of the river. Major thoroughfares include aleje Jerozolimskie, which runs east-west, and ulica Nowy Swiat, which runs south-north through a main shopping district, passes the university, and ends at the entrance to the Stare Miasto (Old Town). Be careful about Nowy Swiat: its name changes six times between its starting point in Wilanów (where it's called aleja Wilanowska) and its terminus (where it's named Krakowskie Przedmiescie). 

Portugal: 
Lisbon
Lisbon

Overview

Lisbon bears the mark of an incredible heritage with laid-back pride. The city also presents an intriguing variety of faces to those who negotiate its switchback streets. In the oldest neighborhoods, stepped alleys are lined with pastel-color houses and crossed by laundry hung out to dry; here and there miradouros (vantage points) afford spectacular river or city views. In the grand 18th-century center, black-and-white mosaic cobblestone sidewalks border wide boulevards. Elétricos (trams) clank through the streets, and blue-and-white azulejos (painted and glazed ceramic tiles) adorn churches, restaurants, and fountains. 

The city was probably founded by the Phoenicians, who traded from its port. It wasn't until 205 BC, however, when the Romans linked it by road to the great Spanish cities of the Iberian Peninsula, that Lisbon prospered. The Visigoths followed in the 5th century and built the earliest fortifications on the site of the Castelo de São Jorge, but it was with the arrival of the Moors in the 8th century that Lisbon came into its own. The city flourished as a trading center during the 300 years of Moorish rule, and the Alfama -- Lisbon's oldest district -- retains its intricate Arab-influenced layout. 

With independence from Spain in 1640 and assumption of the throne by successive dukes of the house of Bragança, Lisbon became ever more prosperous, only to suffer calamity on November 1, 1755, when it was hit by the last of a series of earthquakes. Two-thirds of Lisbon was destroyed, and tremors were felt as far north as Scotland; 40,000 people in Lisbon died, and entire sections of the city were swept away by a tidal wave. 

Under the direction of the prime minister, the Marquês de Pombal, Lisbon was rebuilt quickly and ruthlessly. The medieval quarters were leveled and replaced with broad boulevards; the commercial center, the Baixa, was laid out in a grid; and the great Praça do Comércio, the riverfront square, was planned. Essentially downtown Lisbon has an elegant 18th-century layout that remains as pleasing today as it was intended to be 250 years ago. 

Of course, there are parts of Lisbon -- particularly several suburbs beyond the city center -- that lack charm. Even some of the handsome downtown areas have lost their classic Portuguese appearance as the city and its residents have become more cosmopolitan: shiny office blocks have replaced some 19th- and 20th-century art nouveau buildings and sit alongside others. And older, much-loved trams now share the streets with "fast trams" as well as with belching buses and automobiles. 

But Lisbon's intrinsic, slightly disorganized, one-of-a-kind charm hasn't vanished in the contemporary mix. Lisboetas are at ease pulling up café chairs and perusing newspapers against any backdrop, whether it reflects the progress and commerce of today or the riches that once poured in from Asia, South America, and Africa. And quiet courtyards and sweeping viewpoints are never far away. 

Best of Lisbon in 2 or 4 Days 

If You Have 2 Days 

To view all the major attractions in two days, you'll have to get up early. Start at the Rossío, the main downtown square, and stroll through the Baixa, pausing to window-shop or take a coffee in a café. Wander into the Alfama quarter by way of the Sé, following the winding streets past lookout points and churches as far as the hilltop Castelo de São Jorge. The views here are magnificent, and you can grab lunch at one of the many nearby cafés and restaurants. A tram ride takes you back down to the Baixa, where, in the riverside Praça do Comércio, you pick up another tram for the rattling ride west to Belém and the magnificent Mosteiro dos Jerónimos, the acclaimed Torre de Belém, and the grand Padrão dos Descobrimentos. On the way back to the city center, stop off at the Museu de Arte Antiga. 

Your second day can be less hectic. Head up to the Bairro Alto and the Chiado shopping area and spend the morning browsing in galleries and stores, visiting the Igreja de São Roque and its small museum, and popping into the Instituto do Vinho do Porto for a glass of port. Have lunch in one of the small taverns or smart restaurants, and then return to the Baixa via the Elevador da Glória. Take the metro uptown to the Fundação Calouste Gulbenkian, where you can spend three or four hours viewing the collections in the Museu Calouste Gulbenkian and the adjacent Centro de Arte Moderna. Alternatively, take the metro to Parque das Nações to visit the Oceanário de Lisboa. 

If You Have 4 Days 

Spend the first morning in the Baixa, where the shops and cafés are inviting. At the riverside Praça do Comércio, take a ferry across the river and back for fine city views. Have lunch in the suburb of Cacilhas, where the ferry docks, or return to Praça dos Restauradores, just north of the Rossío, where a side street just off the square -- Rua das Portas de Santo Antão -- is lined with well-known fish restaurants. Spend the afternoon in the Alfama, taking in the Sé, the Castelo de São Jorge, and the Museu-Escola de Artes Decorativas. 

On your second day, catch a tram out to Belém. Spend half the day exploring the monastery and monuments; you'll also have time for at least one of the specialty museums -- Museu da Marinha, Museu Nacional de Coches, or Museu de Arte Popular. On your way to or from Belém, stop at the Museu de Arte Antiga. 

Split your two remaining days between old and modern Lisbon. One full day should involve seeing the Chiado shopping area and exploring the Bairro Alto. Be sure to pop into the Convento do Carmo's archaeological museum and make a side trip to the Jardim da Estrêla, or you can spend more time at the Oceanário de Lisboa. 

On the final day, walk the length of the boulevard-like Avenida da Liberdade to the city's main park, Parque Eduardo VII, where the greenhouses are a treat. From here, it's a simple metro ride to the Museu Calouste Gulbenkian and the Centro de Arte Moderna. Some people spend a full day just in these two galleries, or you could take the metro farther north toward the Jardim Zoológico and the Palácio dos Marqueses da Fronteira.

Romania: 
Bucharest
Bucharest

Overview

Legend has it that a simple peasant named Bucur settled on the site where Bucharest now stands. True or not, the name Bucuresti was first officially used in 1459, by Vlad Tepes, the real-life Dracula (known as Vlad the Impaler for his bloodthirsty habit of impaling unfortunate victims on wooden stakes). Two centuries later, this citadel on the Dîmbovita River became the capital of Walachia, and after another 200 years, it was named the capital of Romania. The city gradually developed into a place of bustling trade and gracious living, with ornate and varied architecture, landscaped parks, busy winding streets, and wide boulevards. After decades of neglect, Bucharest no longer can claim the title "Paris of the East," though hints of its past glory remain. 

Sights & Activities 

Sightseeing in Bucharest might best be divided into two segments: from Piata Revolutiei north to Parcul Herastrau and from Piata Universitatii south to the Dâmbovita River, then west to Palatul Parlamentului and Palatul Cotroceni. Less hardy walkers might use the Metro for some long stretches (as to Cotroceni). A two-trip ticket costs about 30 cents and stations are marked on city maps. 

Bucharest is not laid out in a neat grid and its many circular piete (plazas) add to the confusion. Furthermore, street names are not posted at every corner. Arm yourself with a good map, obtainable from the Tourism Promotion Office in your home country, or in Romanian bookstores or hotels, and don't be shy about asking for assistance. Most Romanians are helpful and many, especially young people, speak English. 

Russia:
Moscow
St. Petersburg
Moscow

Overview

Moscow is an in-your-face metropolis that can often overwhelm with monstrous-sized avenues, unbearable traffic jams, and a 24-hour lifestyle à la New York or London that seems to exclude any peace and harmony. But behind that brash facade is a city that has been built up and knocked down and built up again for centuries and where, with a little guidance, a visitor can find those quiet moments of serenity and beauty. 

Moscovites often find themselves in new corners of the city that they have never before seen. Don't be afaid to wander off the beaten track, for the city, despite its disorganized and chaotic edge, is organized in a clear manner. Russians often call Moscow a bolshaya derevnya or "big village" and the center itself is more compact and vital a place than many other world capitals. 

The Kremlin is the heart of Moscow, encircled twice, first by the Bulvarnoye Koltso or Boulevard Ring, a leafy greeny boulevard, split into 10 sections with different names. The next embracing ring is the Sadovoe Koltso (Garden Ring), a huge road that unfortunately holds no resemblance to its name. Moscow's downtown proper, and most of the city's famous sights, are within the Boulevard Ring. 

Despite their destruction during Soviet times, numerous churches remain in the center, and the sound of church bells resonates on the deserted streets on Sunday morning. If you want to go inside some churches, most are generally open from 8 AM to 8 PM, with exceptions for early or late masses. You can walk most of the areas below on foot, but to be efficient in your tour of the city, especially if you have only a few days, familiarize yourself with the metro system. 

Best of Moscow in 3 to 10 Days 

To see all of the main sights of Moscow and its environs you need at least two weeks. Add another week to that if you want to do a thorough job of exploring the city's many museums along the way. If your time is limited, you'll have to be very selective in planning excursions. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Start with a stroll across Red Square, a tour of St. Basil's Cathedral, the shopping arcades of GUM, and, if you're a devoted student of Soviet history and/or embalming techniques, the Lenin Mausoleum. Then walk through Alexander Garden to reach the tourist entrance to the Kremlin. Plan on spending the better part of your first day exploring the churches, monuments, and exhibits within the grounds of this most famous of Russian fortresses. On the second day, spend the morning sightseeing and shopping on Tverskaya ulitsa. In the afternoon, head to Kitai Gorod; this neighborhood has churches and historic buildings on Varvarka ulitsa, which extends from the eastern edge of Red Square, just behind St. Basil's. Try also, toward the end of the day, to squeeze in a stroll across Teatralnaya Ploshchad to see the Bolshoi and Maly theaters. Devote the third morning to the Tretyakov Gallery, which has the finest collection of Russian art in the country. In the afternoon stroll down the Arbat, where you can find plenty of options for haggling over Russian souvenirs. 

If You Have 7 Days 

Follow the three-day itinerary above. On the fourth day explore Bolshaya Nikitskaya ulitsa, with its enchanting mansions. Devote the fifth day to the Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts and an exploration of some of the streets in the surrounding Kropotkinsky District. Come back the next day and walk from the Russian State Library to the Kropotkinsky District. Be sure to include the Pushkin Memorial Museum and a walk along the Kremlyovskaya naberezhnaya (the embankment of the Moskva River) in the late afternoon for the spectacular views of the cupolas and towers of the Kremlin. Depending on whether your interests tend toward the religious or the secular, you could spend your last day visiting either the New Maiden's Convent and the adjoining cemetery or Gorky Park and the Tolstoy House Estate Museum, where Tolstoy once lived. 

If You Have 10 Days 

After following the seven-day itinerary above, plan on traveling farther afield on day trips to visit the cathedrals and museums of Arkhangelskoye, Ostankino, Kolomenskoye, and the Golden Ring towns. Depending on your interests, you could also use this extra time to visit some of the numerous smaller museums devoted to the lives and accomplishments of prominent Russians, such as Pushkin Apartment Museum and Lermontov House Museum, the former homes of the writers Pushkin and Lermontov, respectively.

St. Petersburg

Overview

Conceived in the soul of a visionary emperor, St. Petersburg is Russia's adopted child. With its strict geometric lines and perfectly planned architecture, so unlike the Russian cities that came before it, St. Petersburg is almost too European to be Russian. And yet it's too Russian to be European. The city is a powerful combination of both East and West, springing from the will and passion of its founder, Tsar Peter the Great (1672-1725), to guide a resistant Russia into the greater fold of Europe, and consequently into the mainstream of history. That he accomplished, and more. 

"The most abstract and intentional city on earth" -- to quote Fyodor Dostoyevsky -- became the birthplace of Russian literature, the setting for Dostoyevsky's Raskolnikov and Pushkin's Eugene Onegin. From here, Tchaikovsky, Rachmaninov, Prokofiev, and Rimsky-Korsakov went forth to conquer the world of the senses with unmistakably Russian music. It was in St. Petersburg that Petipa invented -- and Pavlova, Nijinsky, and Ulanova perfected -- the ballet, the most aristocratic of dance forms. Later, at the start of the 20th century, Diaghilev enthralled the Western world with the performances of his Ballets Russes. Great architects were summoned to the city by 18th-century empresses to build palaces of marble, malachite, and gold. A century later it was here that Fabergé craftsmen created those priceless objects of beauty that have crowned the collections of royalty and millionaires ever since. 

The grand, new capital of the budding Russian empire was built in 1703, its face to Europe, its back to reactionary Moscow, which had until this time been the country's capital. Unlike some cities, it was not created by a process of gradual, graceful development but was forcibly constructed, stone by stone, under the might and direction of Peter the Great, for whose patron saint the city is named. Just as the U.S. capital, Washington, D.C., rose from a swamp, so did Peter's city. It was nearly an impossible achievement -- so many men, forced into labor, died laying the foundations of this city that it was said to have been built on bones, not log posts. As one of 19th-century France's leading lights, the writer Madame de Staël, put it: "The founding of St. Petersburg is the greatest proof of that ardor of the Russian will that does not know anything is impossible." 

But if Peter's exacting plans called for his capital to be the equal of Europe's great cities, they always took into account the city's unique attributes. Peter knew that his city's source of life was water, and whether building palace, fortress, or trading post, he never failed to make his creations serve it. Being almost at sea level (there is a constant threat of flooding), the city appears to rise straight up from its embracing waters. Half of the River Neva lies within the city's boundaries. As it flows into the Gulf of Finland, the river subdivides into the Great and Little Neva and the Great and Little Nevka. Together with numerous effluents, they combine to form an intricate delta. Water weaves its way through the city's streets as well. Incorporating more than 100 islands and crisscrossed by more than 60 rivers and canals, St. Petersburg is often compared, except for its northern appeal, to that other great maritime city, Venice. 

Even during periods of economic hardship and political crisis, St. Petersburg's gleaming Imperial palaces emphasize the city's regal bearing, even more so in the cold light of the Russian winter. The colorful facades of riverside estates glow gently throughout the long days of summer in contrast with the dark blue of the Neva's waters. Between June and July, when the city falls under the spell of the White Nights, or Belye nochy, the fleeting twilight imbues the streets and canals with an even more delicate aura. During this time following the summer solstice (generally from June to early July), the gloom of night is banished, replaced by a twilight that usually lasts no more than 30 to 40 minutes. To honor this magical phenomenon, music festivals and gala events adorn the city's cultural calendar. 

St. Petersburg is not just about its fairy-tale setting, however, for its history is integrally bound up in Russia's dark side, too -- a centuries-long procession of wars and revolutions. In the 19th century, the city witnessed the struggle against tsarist oppression. Here the early fires of revolution were kindled, first in 1825 by a small band of starry-eyed aristocratic officers -- the so-called Decembrists -- and then by organized workers' movements in 1905. The full-scale revolutions of 1917 led to the demise of the Romanov dynasty, the foundation of the Soviet Union, and the end of St. Petersburg's role as the nation's capital as Moscow reclaimed that title. But the worst ordeal by far came during World War II, when the city -- then known as Leningrad -- withstood a 900-day siege and blockade by Nazi forces. Nearly 650,000 people died of starvation, and more than 17,000 were killed in air raids and as a result of indiscriminate shelling. Thousands more died from disease. 

St. Petersburg has had its name changed three times during its brief history. With the outbreak of World War I, it became the more Russian-sounding Petrograd. After Lenin's death in 1924, it was renamed Leningrad in the Soviet leader's honor. Following the failed coup d'etat of August 1991, which hastened the demise of the Soviet Union and amounted to another Russian revolution, the city reverted to its original name -- it was restored by popular vote, the first time the city's residents were given a choice in the matter. There were some who opposed the change, primarily because memories of the siege of Leningrad and World War II had become an indelible part of the city's identity. But for all the controversy surrounding the name, residents have generally referred to the city simply -- and affectionately -- as Peter. 

In honor of the city's 300th anniversary in May 2003, the government spent more than 1 billion dollars restoring St. Petersburg to its prerevolutionary splendor -- sprucing up mansions and palaces, polishing old monuments, repaving roads, and throwing festivals and celebrations. More than ever, busloads of tourists come to feast their eyes on pastel palaces, glittering churches, and that great repository of artwork, the Hermitage. 

Best of St. Petersburg in 3 to 10 Days 

If You Have 3 Days 

If you have only three days, begin your visit of the city on Vasilievsky Island and the left bank. Most of the city's historic sites are here, including the Rostral Columns, the Admiralteistvo (Admiralty), and St. Isaac's Cathedral. After lunch is the right time to tackle the gargantuan Hermitage, one of the world's richest repositories of art. Spend the rest of the afternoon wandering through its vast galleries. Devote the morning of your second day to visiting the Peter and Paul Fortress and the Petrograd Side. Spend the afternoon in the State Museum of Russian Art, one of the country's most important art galleries. 

On your third day, consider an excursion to Pushkin (formerly Tsarskoye Selo), south of St. Petersburg, once the summer residence of the Imperial family and a popular summer resort for the Russian aristocracy. The main attraction here is the Catherine Palace, with its magnificent treasures and the surrounding park filled with waterfalls, boating ponds, and marble statues. Should you choose to spend the whole day here, you can have lunch and then visit the Lyceum, formerly a school for the Russian nobility and now a museum. 

If You Have 7 Days 

Follow the three-day itinerary described above. Devote your fourth day to St. Petersburg's inner streets, squares, and gardens. Begin with the grandeur of Ploshchad Iskusstv, or Square of the Arts. Here you can visit the Ethnography Museum before moving on to the colorful Church of the Savior on Spilled Blood and Marsovo Pole (Field of Mars). Finish your walk at the Summer Garden with its famous railing designed by Yuri Felten in 1779. After lunch, visit the Kazan Cathedral. On the fifth day, head west of St. Petersburg to Peterhof (Petrodvorets), accessible by hydrofoil. The best time to visit is in summer, when the fountains, lush parks, and the magnificent Great Palace are at their best. Spend your sixth day at the Alexander Pushkin Apartment Museum, where the beloved poet Pushkin died, and at Menshikov Palace, the first stone building in St. Petersburg. Devote your seventh day to an excursion to the estate and Great Palace at Pavlovsk, only a few miles from the Catherine Palace in Pushkin and 30 km (18 mi) south of St. Petersburg. 

If You Have 10 Days 

Follow the seven-day itinerary above. On your eighth day, travel 39 km (24 mi) west of St. Petersburg to reach the town of Lomonosov, site of the only luxurious Imperial summer residence to have survived World War II intact. With its seaside location and splendid park, it's an ideal place to spend a summer's day. On your ninth day, visit Yusupov Palace, now a museum with a concert hall and a theater, on the banks of the Moika River. It was in this beautiful prerevolutionary mansion that the "mad monk," Rasputin, was killed. You could also use this day (or part of this day) to return to the magnificent Hermitage. Devote your last day in St. Petersburg to the Piskaryevskoye Kladbische, a mass burial ground for half a million victims of the 900-day siege of Leningrad during World War II. Visit the museum and its collection of memoirs and photographs documenting that terrible time.

Scotland:
Edinburgh
Glasgow
Great Glen with Inverness & Loch Ness
Northern Highlands & Skye
Edinburgh

Overview

Scotland's capital captivates many people at first sight, with Edinburgh Castle looming from the crags of an ancient volcano, and Georgian and Victorian architecture forming a skyline that looks locked in the past. But this is a modern, cosmopolitan city, and the new Scottish Parliament Building says so loud and clear. 

Edinburgh has everything you'd expect from a capital and should not be missed: numerous iconic sights (even more than Glasgow, its rival 50 miles to the west, offers), lovely cobbled streets, and plenty of first-class restaurants. However, as with any major city there are tradeoffs: lodging, food, and even pub prices are high; there's a lot of traffic and too many tourists, particularly in August during the Edinburgh International Festival. 

Avoid the throngs and head for the museums (the Royal Museum, Museum of Scotland, and National Gallery of Scotland are impressive), the Royal Botanical Gardens, or Arthur's Seat, the small mountain with spectacular views. Not only are these sites free, they're all within the city center or within walking distance of it. Another option for escaping the crowds is to leave the city altogether. The Lothians -- West Lothian, East Lothian, and Midlothian -- beckon Edinburghers as well as visitors with quick getaways to coastal towns, quiet beaches, ancient chapels (including Rosslyn Chapel, mentioned in The Da Vinci Code) and castles. 

Best of Edinburgh in 2 or 5 Days 

Edinburgh's spectacular setting makes a good first impression. You can be here for a day and think you know the place, as even a cursory open-top bus tour enables you to grasp the layout of the castle, Royal Mile, Old Town, and New Town. If your taste is more for leisurely strolling through the nooks and crannies of the Old Town closes, however, then allow three or four days for exploring. 

If You Have 2 Days 

To start off, make your way to Edinburgh Castle -- not just the battlements -- and spend some time here, if only to revel in its sense of history. Take a city bus tour for an overview of Edinburgh, and while you ride, consider your must-sees: the National Gallery of Scotland, the Royal Museum, and, unless it's January or February, the Georgian House for an idea of life in the New Town. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Five days allow plenty of time for Old Town exploration, including the important museums of Edinburgh and the People's Story (in the Canongate Tolbooth), and for a walk around the New Town, including a visit to the Scottish National Portrait Gallery and the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art. You'll also have time for shopping, not only in areas close to the city center, such as Rose Street and Victoria Street, but also in some of the less touristy areas, such as Bruntsfield. 

Head to Leith to visit the former royal yacht Britannia and to have a meal on the waterfront. You could also get out of town: hop on a bus out to Midlothian to see the magnificent Rosslyn Chapel at Roslin (it's of interest to more than Da Vinci Code fans), and visit the Edinburgh Crystal Visitor Centre at Penicuik. Consider spending another half day traveling out to South Queensferry to admire the Forth road and rail bridges; then visit palatial Hopetoun House, with its wealth of portraits and fine furniture.

Glasgow 

Overview

In Gaelic, Glasgow means "the Dear Green Place," a fitting title for the city with more parks per square mile than any other in Europe. The city has changed dramatically over the years, from prosperous Victorian hub to world shipbuilding center to depressed urban area. 

Today a re-energized Glasgow is thriving, famous for its passion for football (soccer) and fabulous shops that beat those in Edinburgh hands-down. Its distinguished university is over 500 years old and worth a visit, as is Kelvingrove Park, the vibrant meeting ground adjacent to it. Glasgow is very proud of its buildings by two great homegrown architects, Charles Rennie Mackintosh and Alexander Thomson. 

Trendy cafés and well-preserved pubs, some with live music, are a refuge for those interested in more local, thirst-quenching activities. Most impressive, though, are the Glaswegians, so genuine that their warmness and lyrical way of speech stay with you long after you leave Scotland. Yes, the city has some rough patches; drugs and poverty tie areas like the Gorbals and East End together, but major cleanup efforts have been made. True, you're guaranteed rain, but you don't have to worry about armies of tourists in Scotland's largest and friendliest city. 

Best of Glasgow in 2 or 5 Days 

To take advantage of Glasgow's wealth of cultural sites and shopping, you could easily spend four or five days here, but it is possible to see the city's greatest hits in only two days. 

If You Have 2 Days 

On the first day explore the core of historic Glasgow -- the medieval area, dominated by Glasgow's cathedral, and Merchant City. Shoppers should head for Buchanan Street, including the Princes Square development and the Buchanan Galleries. Art lovers should make a bee-line to the Burrell Collection in Pollock Country Park on the South Side. 

On the second day, see the West End, including the artwork and Charles Rennie Mackintosh furniture at the Hunterian Art Gallery. If you haven't yet seen the city-center parks, venture to Glasgow Green, the art collections at Pollok Country Park, or the House for an Art Lover, at Bellahouston Park. Remember that Glasgow's pubs and clubs serve up entertainment until late in the evening. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Five days will allow enough time to enjoy more of Glasgow's key museums and cultural attractions: the Glasgow Gallery of Modern Art, the Centre for Contemporary Arts, and the McLellan Galleries, in the city center; or the St. Mungo Museum of Religious Life and Art, to the east. You could easily take a full day to see the cluster of West End museums by Kelvingrove Park (the Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum, Hunterian Art Gallery and Hunterian Museum, and the Museum of Transport). For a good day trip take the hour-long train ride to Wemyss Bay, and from there take the ferry to the Isle of Bute, where you can visit Mount Stuart, a spectacular, stately Victorian home.

Great Glen

Overview

An awe-inspiring valley laced with rivers and streams defines the Great Glen area of rural Scotland. The glen is ringed by Scotland's tallest mountains; it also contains, depending on what you believe, the monster Nessie, who resides in murky Loch Ness. Nearby Inverness -- a town useful mostly as a base for exploring the area -- encourages the hype by selling Nessie paraphernalia. There are prettier lochs in Scotland, but Loch Ness draws the crowds. 

Mountaineers and naturalists are drawn to the Great Glen because of Ben Nevis, Britain's tallest mountain. It's an astonishing sight and deserves some of your time, even if you don't plan on climbing it. At its base is Fort William, a town worth stopping in only for supplies. Those interested in Scottish history should head to Glencoe, the haunting location where in 1692 MacDonald clan members were shamelessly massacred by the Campbell clan, or to Culloden, where Bonnie Prince Charlie's forces were destroyed in 1746. 

Best of the Great Glen in 2 or 4 Days 

The road from Fort William northwest to Mallaig, though narrow and winding, is one of the classic routes of Scottish touring and is popularly known as the Road to the Isles. Similarly, the Great Glen road (A82), from Fort William northeast to Inverness, is a vital coast-to-coast link. 

If You Have 2 Days 

Base yourself at Fort William so that you can take in the spectacular scenery of Glencoe and Glen Nevis and also get a glimpse of the western seaboard toward Mallaig. 

If You Have 4 Days 

Spend two days at one of two bases at each end of the Great Glen, say, Inverness or Nairn, at the north end, and Fort William or Ballachulish, at the south end. 

On the first day travel to Nairn from Inverness, and from Nairn go eastward to take a quick glance at Findhorn and/or Forres before traveling southward via Cawdor Castle and/or Brodie Castle to Grantown-on-Spey. Then follow the Spey as far as you like via Boat of Garten, with its ospreys in spring and early summer; Aviemore and its mountain scenery; and Kingussie, where the Highland Folk Museum does a good job of explaining what life was really like before modern domestic and agricultural equipment made things easy. 

The next day explore Loch Ness, traveling down the eastern bank as far as Fort Augustus and returning up the western bank via Drumnadrochit; if you have time on a long summer evening, divert northward at Drumnadrochit to discover the beautiful glens Affric and Cannich, before returning to Inverness. 

On the third day travel to Fort William, taking in the Caledonian Canal. Spend a day doing the suggested loop to Mallaig and go back through Glenfinnan to Fort William, or go straight to Arisaig and take an unforgettable day cruise among the Small Isles. 

Northern Highlands & Skye

Overview

To many Scots, the Northern Highlands are the real Scotland -- the land of the lore of clans, big moody skies, and wild rolling moors. This part of the country is linked together by narrow roads, tranquillity, and dramatic, changing landscapes. It's also home to one of Scotland's most picturesque castles, Eilean Donan, which you pass on the way to the Isle of Skye. Don't let the tour buses stop you; the castle deserves a visit. 

Skye is ideal for moderate walks and has remote beaches and misty mountains. In its coastal villages you'll still hear Gaelic (Scotland's native language). The stark, remote Outer Hebrides, or Western Isles, offer the ultimate peace-and-quiet experience. Ruined forts and chapels are the main attractions, and Harris tweed is on sale in just about every shop. This is possibly the most rugged part of Scotland, with frequent wind and rain, so pack your bag accordingly. 

Best of the Northern Highlands & Skye in 2 to 8 Days 

The quality of the northern light and the sheer beauty of the landscapes add to the adventure. Above all, don't rush things. Multiple-journey ferry tickets -- the Island Hopscotch, for example -- can help you stay flexible. 

If You Have 2 Days 

If you only have two days, head to the fabled isle of Skye, whose mists shroud so many legends. Stay in towns with remarkable hotels, such as Broadford or Armadale, then tour the spectacular countryside, including the celebrated Cuillin Ridge near Glen Brittle. Be sure to detour to see Eilean Donan Castle, once you're back on the mainland. 

If You Have 5 Days 

If the weather looks settled, head for Skye, and base yourself at Portree. The next day, visit Glen Brittle and the Cuillin Ridge. On your third day, take the ferry from Uig, in the north of Skye, to Tarbert, in the Western Isles, and visit the Calanais Standing Stones, the Arnol Black House, and some deserted beaches. The next day, travel to Stornoway and catch the ferry to Ullapool on the mainland. On your fifth day, return to Inverness by way of the Corrieshalloch Gorge and Strathpeffer. 

If You Have 8 Days 

Tackle the coastal loop of the north of Scotland counterclockwise. Start at Ullapool, then take the ferry for Stornoway and the Western Isles. Spend your second day visiting Stornoway's harbor and museum, and on your third day, drive north to visit Port of Ness, the Butt of Lewis Lighthouse, the Arnol Black House, and the Calanais Standing Stones. The fourth day, drive to Tarbert and then Northton for a visit to the Seallam! Visitor Centre and Co Leis Thu? Genealogical Research Centre. The next day, take the ferry to North Uist, returning to Tarbert in the evening. On your sixth day, take the ferry to Uig on Skye and travel to Portree. Spend your seventh day visiting Glen Brittle, then move on to Broadford. On your last day, cross the Skye Bridge and return to Inverness.

Slovakia

Overview

Despite more than 70 years of common statehood with the Czech Republic, not to mention centuries spent under Hungarian and Habsburg rule, Slovakia has shaped a distinctive profile. Its culture, steeped in folk tradition, is particularly rich. 

Although Slovaks speak a language closely related to Czech, they have a strong sense of national identity. United with the Czechs during the 9th century as part of the Great Moravian Empire, the Slovaks were conquered a century later by the Magyars and remained under Hungarian domination until 1918. The Hungarians were not alone in infiltrating the country. After the Tatar invasions of the 13th century, many Saxons were invited to resettle the land and develop the economy. And during the 15th and 16th centuries, Romanian shepherds migrated from Walachia into Slovakia. The merging of these varied groups with the resident Slavs further enriched the culture. 

Bratislava, the capital of Hungary until 1784, and now the capital of the new Slovak republic, was once a city filled with picturesque streets and Gothic churches. Forty years of Communist rule hid its ancient beauty behind hulking, and now dilapidated, futuristic structures. Today, the streets of the Old Town are undergoing rapid revitalization. 

The country's farmlands stretch to the peaks of the High Tatras, the smallest Alpine range and a major draw for hikers and skiers. Slovakia's subtler attractions -- the exquisite medieval towns of the Spis region below the Tatras and the beautiful 18th-century wood churches farther east -- are definitely worth a trip. 

Sights & Activities 

Slovakia can best be divided into four regions of interest: Bratislava, the High Tatras, central Slovakia, and eastern Slovakia. Bratislava, in the west, is probably the least alluring destination; the country's true beauty lies among the High Tatras in the northern part of central Slovakia. 

The High Tatras offer some of the best hotels in the country, good orientation tours, and stunning mountain scenery laced with well-marked walking trails. In the brooding towns of the eastern Spis region, isolation and economic stagnation have preserved a striking mix of Gothic and Renaissance architecture. East of Spis is the Saris region, famous for its many 17th- and 18th-century Orthodox and Greek Catholic (Uniate) wooden churches. The splendid walled town of Bardejov makes the best center from which to explore the east. 

Slovenia

Overview

Slovenia may be the best-kept secret in Europe. Just half the size of Switzerland, the country is often treated as fly-over -- or drive-through -- territory by travelers heading to better-known places in Croatia or Italy. That's good news for anyone choosing Slovenia as a destination in its own right. It means fewer crowds -- even in the peak summer touring months -- fewer hassles, and in many ways a more authentic travel experience. 

And Slovenia's sights are no less outstanding than those of its neighbors. Admittedly, Slovenia's small Adriatic coastline -- not even 30 miles end to end -- can't match Croatia for sheer natural beauty. But the coastal towns, especially the intact Venetian jewel of Piran, are lovely in their own right. The Julian Alps northwest of the capital are every bit as spectacular as their sister alpine ranges in Austria and Switzerland. The electric-blue-turquoise waters of the Soca River, rushing out of the mountains, must be seen -- or better, rafted -- to be believed. And that's just a start. The extensive cave systems, unspoiled countryside, and even the funky charm of Ljubljana await those with the imagination to choose a destination that is more off the beaten path. 

Slovenia's relative obscurity owes much to its history. From Roman times to nearly the present day, Slovenian territory was incorporated into far-larger empires, relegating Slovenia through the ages to the role of rustic, if charming, hinterland. 

The territory of Slovenia has been inhabited for tens of thousands of years, but the country's modern history begins with the arrival of the Romans in the 1st century BC. They built villas along the coast and founded the inland urban centers of Emona (Ljubljana) and Poetovio (Ptuj), which today still retain traces of their Roman past. The 6th century AD saw the first influx of Slav migrants, the ancestors of present-day Slovenes, who set up an early Slav state. During the 8th century, the region came under the control of the Franks, and in the 9th century it was passed to the dukes of Bavaria. 

In 1335 the Habsburgs took control of inland Slovenia, dividing it into the Austrian crown lands of Carinthia, Carniola, and Styria. Meanwhile, the coastal towns had requested Venetian protection, and they remained under la serenissima until 1797, after which they, too, were taken by Austria. During the 15th and 16th centuries, the Turks, eager to extend the Ottoman Empire across the Balkans and north to Vienna, made repeated attacks on the region. However, Slovenia remained under the Habsburgs until 1918, with the exception of a brief period from 1809 to 1813, when it became part of Napoléon's Illyrian Provinces. 

In the aftermath of World War I, Italy seized control of the coastal towns, whereas inland Slovenia became part of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes; in 1929, the name of the kingdom was changed to Yugoslavia (Land of the Southern Slavs). 

Hitler declared war on Yugoslavia in 1941, and shortly afterward Axis forces occupied the country. Slovenia was divided between Germany, Italy, and Hungary. Josip Broz, better known as Tito, set up the anti-Fascist Partisan movement, and many Slovenes took part in resistance activities. When the war ended in 1945, Slovenia became one of the six constituent republics of Yugoslavia, with Tito as president. Slovenes today are proud of their Partisan past, and traveling through the country you see monuments and wall plaques bearing the red star, a symbol of the Partisans and of Communist ideology; many squares and roads are still named after Tito. 

Half Slovene and half Croat, Tito was undeniably an astute leader. He governed Yugoslavia under Communist ideology, but the system was far more liberal than that of the Soviet-bloc countries: Yugoslavs enjoyed freedom of movement, and foreigners could enter the country without visas. During the Cold War, Tito never took sides but dealt cleverly with both East and West, thus procuring massive loans from both. 

However, when Tito died in 1980, the system he left behind began to crumble. The false nature of the economy, based on borrowing, became apparent. During the 1980s, an economic crisis set in and inflation soared. Slovenia, accounting for only 8% of Yugoslavia's population, was producing almost a third of the nation's exports. This hard-earned foreign currency ended up in Belgrade and was used in part to subsidize the poorer republics. It was time for change. 

In early 1990, buoyed by the recent revolutions across Eastern Europe, Slovenia introduced a multiparty system and elected a non-Communist government. Demands for increased autonomy from Yugoslavia were stepped up, with the threat of secession. A referendum was held, and nearly 90% of the electorate voted for independence. Unlike the other Yugoslav republics, Slovenia was made up almost exclusively of a single ethnic group: Slovenes. Thus, the potential status of ethnic minorities, should the republic secede, was never an issue. Slovenia proclaimed independence on June 25, 1991, and the so-called 10-Day War followed. Yugoslav federal troops moved in, but there was little violence to compare with the heavy fighting in nearby Croatia and Bosnia. Belgrade had already agreed to let Slovenia go. 

In 1992, Slovenia gained international recognition as an independent state and began the painstaking process of legal, political, and economic reform needed to join the European Union. That effort bore fruit in May 2004, when Slovenia, along with seven other central and eastern European countries, was admitted into the EU. Today, Slovenia's future looks bright. It's simply a matter of time before the country's charms are fully discovered. 

Best of Slovenia in 3 to 7 Days 

Slovenia's small size can be an advantage. From the centrally located capital, Ljubljana, you can drive to any point in the country in three or four hours. 

If You Have 3 Days 

If you have limited time, take one day to discover the Old Town of Ljubljana. For the next two days, choose between the mountains or the coast. If you're looking for natural beauty and/or adventure, head for the mountains and lakes of Triglav National Park. Base yourself in Bled or Bohinj. For the third day, get an early start and head for Bovec, via Kranjska Gora, for hiking or white-water rafting on the Soca River. If you seek sun and sea instead, go southwest toward the Karst and coast. Stop off at the Skocjan Caves enroute, and spend your nights in the beautiful Venetian port of Piran. 

If You Have 5 Days 

For a longer stay, combine the two optional itineraries listed above. Spend the first day and night exploring Ljubljana's Old Town before making your way northwest to the mountains. After nights in Bled and/or Bohinj and exploring the Soca River valley, continue southwest to the coast. Use Piran as your base for visiting the coastal towns of Izola and Portoroz. 

If You Have 7 Days 

If you have a full week, spend a day and night in Ljubljana and then make your way east for a night to the wine-making area around Maribor and Ptuj. Return to the capital, and then head north for the beauty of the Alps, as outlined in the five-day itinerary. Wrap up the week with a couple of days relaxing on the coast. In hot weather, you can go for a swim at the beaches around Portoroz.

Spain:
Barcelona
Bilbao & Basque Country
Eastern Andalusia with Granada & Córdoba
Madrid
Old & New Castile
Western Andalusia with Seville 
Barcelona

Overview  

The thronging Rambla, the reverberation of a flute in the silence of the medieval Gothic Quarter, bright ceramic color splashed across Art Nouveau facades, glass and steel design over Roman stone: one way or another, though always inventively, Barcelona will find a way to get your full attention. The Catalonian capital is boiling into the new millennium in the throes of a cultural and industrial rebirth comparable only to the late-19th-century Renaixença that filled the city with its flamboyant Moderniste (Art Nouveau) architecture. Wedged along the Mediterranean coast between the forested Collserola hills and Europe's busiest seaport, Barcelona has catapulted to the rank of Spain's most-visited city, a 2,000-year-old master of the art of perpetual novelty. 

The city's palette is vivid and variegated: the glow of stained glass in the penumbra of the Barri Gòtic; Gaudí's mosaic-encrusted, undulating facades; the chromatic mayhem at the Palau de la Música Catalana; Miró's now universal blue and crimson shooting stars. Then, of course, there is the physical setting of the city, crouched cat-like between the promontories of Montjuïc and Tibidabo, between the Collserola hills and the 4,000-acre port. Obsessed with playful and radical interpretations of everything from painting to theater to urban design and development, Barcelona consistently surprises itself in its constant quest for emotion and self-renewal. 

Barcelona's present boom began on October 17, 1987, when Juan Antonio Samaranch, president of the International Olympic Committee, announced that his native city had been chosen to host the 1992 Olympics. This single masterstroke allowed Spain's so-called "second city" to throw off the shadow of Madrid and the 40-year "internal exile" of the Franco regime and resume its rightful place as one of Europe's most dynamic destinations. Not only did the Catalan administration lavish untold millions in subsidies from the Spanish government for the Olympics, they then used the games as a platform to broadcast the news about Catalonia's cultural and national identity from one end of the universe to the other. Spain who? Calling Barcelona a second city of anyplace is playing with fire; modern Spain has always been fundamentally bicephalous, even though official figures always counted Madrid's suburbs, but not Barcelona's, to feed the illusion that the Catalan capital was little more than another minor provincial port. 

More Mediterranean than Spanish, historically closer and more akin to Marseille or Milan than to Madrid, Barcelona has always been ambitious, decidedly modern (even in the 2nd century), and quick to accept the most recent innovations. Its democratic form of government is rooted in the so-called Usatges Laws instituted by Ramon Berenguer I in the 11th century, which amounted to a constitution. This code of privileges represented one of the earliest known examples of democratic rule, while Barcelona's Consell de Cent (Council of 100), constituted in 1274, was Europe's first parliament and is the true cradle of Western democracy. More recently, the city's electric light system, public gas system, and telephone exchange were among the first in the world. The center of an important seafaring commercial empire with colonies spread around the Mediterranean as far away as Athens when Madrid was still a Moorish outpost marooned on the arid Castilian steppe, Barcelona traditionally absorbed new ideas and styles first. Whether it was the Moors who brought navigational tools, philosophers and revolutionaries from nearby France spreading the ideals of the French Revolution, or artists like Picasso and Dalí who bloomed in the city's air of freedom and individualism, Barcelona has always been a law unto itself. 

Barcelona, in the end, is a banquet for all the senses, though perhaps mainly the visual one. Not far behind are the pleasures of the palate, while Orphic delights are prospering as never before. The air temperature is almost always about right, more and more streets are pedestrianized, and tavern after tavern burrows elegantly into medieval walls. Every now and then the fragrance of the sea in the port or in Barceloneta reminds you that this is, after all, a giant seaport and beach city with an ancient Mediterranean tradition that is, at the outset of its third millennium, flourishing -- and bewitching visitors as it has for centuries. 

Best in 3 Days 

The Rambla and the Boqueria market are the places to begin to get the feel of Barcelona before plunging into the Gothic Quarter to see the Catedral de la Seu, Plaça del Rei and the Catalan and Barcelona government palaces in Plaça Sant Jaume. The Barri de la Ribera (waterfront neighborhood) across Via Laietana contains the paradigmatic Catalan Gothic Santa Maria del Mar as well as the Museu Picasso. Nearby Plaça de les Olles is the home of Cal Pep, for the best tapas in Barcelona. An evening concert at the Palau de la Música Catalana would complete a comprehensive and spectacular first day. 

Day two, especially if it's sunny, might be a Gaudí day: spend the morning at the Temple Expiatori de la Sagrada Família, midday at Parc Güell, and the afternoon touring Casa Vicens, Casa Milà, and Casa Batlló on Passeig de Gràcia. Palau Güell, off the lower Rambla, is probably too much Gaudí for a single day, but don't miss it. 

On day three, climb Montjuïc for the Museu Nacional d'Art de Catalunya, in the hulking Palau Nacional. Investigate the Fundació Miró, the Olympic facilities, the Mies van de Rohe Pavillion and Casaramona (aka Caixaforum). Take the cable car across the port for seafood in Barceloneta.

Best in 5 Days 

After exploring the Rambla and the Boqueria market, head into the Barri Gòtic at Plaça del Pi or through sunny Plaça Reial. The Catedral de la Seu and its surroundings offer hours of exploring before finding the Roman columns at Carrer Paradis and the government seats at Plaça Sant Jaume. 

The next day, explore the Barri de la Ribera and Barceloneta, including the Museu Picasso and the church of Santa Maria del Mar. Barceloneta, the Port Olímpic or the rompeolas (breakwater) are a good hike along the Mediterranean. 

On the third morning explore the Raval to the west of the Rambla, and visit the Museu d'Art Contemporani de Barcelona (MACBA) and the Centre de Cultura Contemporànea de Barcelona (CCCB) as well as the medieval Hospital de Sant Pau and Barcelona's oldest church, Sant Pau del Camp. Don't miss the splendid Gothic shipyards at the Museu Marítim in the Drassanes Reials. In the afternoon you can take a guided tour of the Palau de la Música Catalana and pick up tickets to a concert. 

Devote your fourth day to Gaudí, the Temple Expiatori de la Sagrada Família in the morning and Parc Güell at midday. In the afternoon, see Casa Vicens in Gràcia and the Gaudí wonders along Passeig de Gràcia: Casa Milà, Casa Batlló, and the "Block of Discord" in the grid-pattern Eixample. The Palau Güell, off the lower Rambla is a de rigueur Gaudí visit. 

On day five, explore Montjuïc: visit the Museu Nacional d'Art de Catalunya in the Palau Nacional; the Fundació Miró; the Olympic facilities; Poble Espanyol; the Mies van der Rohe Pavillion and Casaramona (Caixaforum). In the afternoon, take the cable car across the port and have lunch in Barceloneta before a tour of the Olympic Port and, farther up the coast, the Diagonal Mar complex built as the site of the Forum de les Cultures 2004.

Bilbao and the Basque Country

Overview

Time in Bilbao may soon need to be identified as BG or AG (Before Guggenheim, After Guggenheim). Never has a single monument of art and architecture so radically changed a city -- or, for that matter, a nation, and in this case two: Spain and the semiautonomous region of Spain known as the Basque Country or by its official name, Euskadi. Architect Frank Gehry's stunning Museo Guggenheim, Norman Foster's sleek subway system, and the glass Santiago Calatrava footbridge, which allows pedestrians to all but walk on water, have all helped foment a cultural revolution in Bilbao, the Basque Country's commercial capital. 

Just southwest of the southern border of France and bathed by the Bay of Biscay, the Basque Country is made up of three main provinces: Vizcaya (which includes Bilbao); Guipuzcoa (which includes San Sebastián); and Alava, where the Basque capital, Vitoria, lies. Navarre, east of Euskadi and part Basque in its upper reaches, and La Rioja, south of Euskadi and the premier Spanish wine country, are closely linked neighbors. 

With its steady drizzle (poetically called the sirimiri), damp verdant landscape, and rugged coastline, the Basque Country is a distinct national and cultural entity within the Spanish state, and it has a linguistically mysterious, non-Indo-European language of its own: Euskera. In contrast to the traditionally individualistic and passionate Latin peoples who have been their neighbors, the Basques have often been seen as more collective-minded and practical. They are also known to love competition -- it has been said that Basques will bet on anything that has numbers on it and moves. 

The entire region is packed with pleasures and treasures. Bilbao and the Basque Country, along with part-Basque Navarre and La Rioja, offer a great deal of urban variety. From the industrial muscle and newfound artistic power of Bilbao to the grace and lightness of San Sebastián, from the classical sweep of Pamplona to Vitoria's weathered stone or Logroño's streets looking out on the fruited plains of the Ebro valley, the five main cities have distinct characters to savor. In addition, the geographical gamut run from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pyrenees or the Sierra de la Demanda peaks means that surfing, sailing, skiing, and mountain hiking are all within a 100-mile radius. 

The much-reported Basque independence movement is made up of a small but radical sector of the political spectrum. The underground organization known as ETA, or Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (Basque Homeland and Liberty), has killed more than 700 people in more than 25 years of terrorist activity. Conflict waxes and wanes, but the problem is extremely unlikely to affect travelers. 

Best in 3 Days 

If you're coming from Madrid or Burgos, drive through the Picos de Europa to Santander. Pop over to Santillana del Mar to see the museum on the paintings in the nearby Altamira Caves. The next day, follow the Basque coast to Bilbao- for a morning visit to the Guggenheim; move on to San Sebastián and lunch in the fishing port of Guetaria. Drive through Pamplona and Navarra on your third day, approaching from the north if you're continuing across Spain, from the west (and then north) if you're France bound. 

Best in 6 Days 

Coming from Madrid or Burgos, drive through the mountains on your way to the coast. Stop in Santillana del Mar and then detour west to Comillas and San Vicente de la Barquera. In Santander, check out the beach scene and wander around the Plaza Porticada. On day two, explore Laredo and Castro-Urdiales. Stop in Bilbao-to see the Guggenheim Museum and other top sights. 

Devote your third day to the Basque Coast from Bilbao to San Sebastián, picking and choosing among Bermeo, Elanchove, Lequeitio, Ondárroa, and Guetaria, each of which outdoes the other in activity, color, and cuisine. Spend day four in sybaritic San Sebastián. Spend your fifth day in Pamplona and the province of Navarra, from which you can continue through southern Navarra to the Basque capital, Vitoria. Tour La Rioja on day six: drive through Laguardia and Haro to the provincial capital, Logroño. 

Best in 10 Days 

Spend one day exploring the mountains between Burgos and Santander: tour La Liébana valley around Potes or drive through the highland town of Reinosa and down N611 along the River Saja, past semi-abandoned villages such as Bárcena Mayor. Spend the night near the Altamira Caves, ideally in the parador at Santillana del Mar. The next morning, detour west to Comillas and San Vicente de la Barquera; then drive to Santander and settle in for the day. 

If it's summer, see what's going on at the university. On day three, explore Laredo and Castro-Urdiales on your way to Bilbao for the night. Tour the Guggenheim on the morning of day four; then head up the Basque coast for a night and a day in the fishing villages between Bermeo and Zarauz. Visit the Santuario de San Ignacio de Loyola; take a walk around Zumaya; walk up the Urola River estuary to one of the quayside restaurants (Bedua is the best); or have lunch in Guetaria after walking over from Zumaya through Askizu. Devote day six to San Sebastián. Day seven is a chance to see tiny Pasajes de San Juan; spend that night in a caserío such as the Artzu, which overlooks the ocean and the town of Hondarribia, which you can see on day eight. If you're inspired, ride the launch to Hendaye, France. 

Overnight back at the Parador El Emperador before heading up the Bidasoa River into the foothills of the Pyrenees. Explore upper Navarra and Pamplona on day nine. If you're here during San Fermín, consider trying a smaller and saner version of this fiesta in the village of Lesaka. Finally, tour Vitoria and taste wines in Laguardia and Haro on the way to Logroño.

Andalusia

Overview

Andalusia rings with echoes of the Moors from the dark mountains of the Sierra Morena down to the mighty, snowcapped peaks of the Sierra Nevada. These North African Muslims dwelled in southern Spain for almost 800 years, from their first conquest of Spanish soil (Gibraltar) from the Visigoths in AD 711 to their final expulsion from Granada in 1492. 

The name Andalusia (Andalucía) comes from the Moors' own name for their new acquisition: Al-Andalus. Two of Spain's most famous monuments, Córdoba's mosque and Granada's Alhambra palace, were the inspired creations of Moorish architects and craftsmen. Typical Andalusian architecture -- brilliant-white villages with narrow, shady streets; thick-walled houses clustered around cool, private patios; whitewashed facades with modest, grilled windows -- comes from centuries of Moorish occupation. The Guadalquivir, the Moors' "Great River," runs through the entire region; town names like Úbeda and Jaén are derivations of old Arabic names; ruined alcázares (fortresses) dot the landscape; and azahar (orange blossom) perfumes the patios. 

The Moors left their mark here, but so did the Christian conquerors and their descendants: Andalusia today has Gothic chapels, Renaissance cathedrals, and baroque monasteries and churches. The sturdy sandstone mansions of Úbeda and Baeza contrast intriguingly with the humble, whitewashed villages elsewhere in the province. 

The landscape, too, is varied and powerful. Granada's plain (known as la vega), covered with lush orchards and tobacco and poplar groves, stretches up to the mountains of the majestic Sierra Nevada. Covered in snow half the year, this range has the highest peaks on mainland Spain, Mulhacén (11,407 feet) and Veleta (11,125 feet). 

Farther north the Guadalquivir flows west toward Córdoba from the heights of the Sierra de Cazorla, bounded by the rugged, shrub-covered Sierra Morena to the north and by the olive groves of Jaén to the south. Fruit and almond trees line the river's banks in Córdoba's orchards. Vineyards cover the Córdoban campiña (fertile plain south of the Guadalquivir), and villages cling to hillsides beneath ruined castles. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Begin in Granada. On Day 1, visit the Alhambra, and wander the Albaicín, Granada's ancient Moorish quarter. Have lunch along the Calderería. Spend the afternoon in the alleyways of the Alcaicería, visiting the cathedral and the Capilla Real; then take an evening tour of the Alhambra (only the Palacios Nazaríes). The morning of the second day, leave Granada for Alcalá la Real to discover the Fortaleza de la Mota and then head north to the historic twin towns of Úbeda and Baeza before heading to Córdoba for the night. Spend the morning of the third day touring Córdoba's Mezquita and wandering the Judería. Walk out to the River Guadalquivir and cross the Puente Romano to the Torre de la Calahorra. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Explore Córdoba on Day 1, lingering in the Mezquita and Judería. Stay the night; then head the next morning toward Granada, stopping at Alcalá la Real to discover the Fortaleza de la Mota. Explore the Alhambra in the afternoon and spend the night in Granada. Next morning discover the Capilla Real and Cathedral in Granada, before taking the short drive to the Alpujarras and the high mountain village of Trévelez -- famous for its dry-cured hams -- and spend the night in one of the rustic places in this fascinating region. 

On Day 4 take a change of scenery by heading south to Motril, with its subtropical climate, and then head along the Costa Tropical to Almería and its magnificent castle. On the last day head inland to the desert of Tabernas and the mini-Hollywood studios before spending the last night in cave at Guadix.

Madrid

Overview

Swashbuckling Madrid celebrates itself and life in general around the clock. After spending much of the 20th century sequestered at the center of a totalitarian regime, Madrid has burst back onto the world stage with an energy redolent of its 16th-century golden age, when painters and playwrights swarmed to the flame of Spain's brilliant royal court. A vibrant crossroads for Iberia and the world's Hispanic peoples and cultures, the Spanish capital has an infectious appetite for art, music, and epicurean pleasure. 

After the first gulp of icy mountain air, the next thing likely to strike you is the vast, cerulean, cumulus-clouded sky immortalized in the paintings of Velázquez. "De Madrid al cielo" ("from Madrid to heaven") goes the saying, and the heavens seem just overhead at the center of the 2,120-ft-high Castilian plateau. "High, wide, and handsome" might aptly describe this sprawling conglomeration of ancient red-tile rooftops punctuated by redbrick Mudéjar churches and gray-slate roofs and spires left by the 16th-century Habsburg monarchs who made Madrid the capital of Spain in 1561. 

Then there are the paintings, the artistic legacy of one of the greatest global empires ever assembled. King Carlos I (1500-58), who later became emperor Carlos V, inherited most of Europe between 1516-1519, and amassed art from all corners of his empire -- which is how the early masters of the Flemish, Dutch, Italian, French, German, and Spanish schools found their way to Spain's palaces. Among the Prado Museum, the contemporary Reina Sofía museum, the eclectic yet comprehensive Thyssen-Bornemisza collection, and Madrid's smaller artistic repositories -- the Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando, the Convento de las Descalzas Reales, and still others -- there are more paintings in Madrid than anyone can reasonably hope to contemplate in a lifetime. 

Modern-day Madrid spreads eastward into the 19th-century grid of the Barrio de Salamanca and sprawls northward through the neighborhoods of Chamberí and Chamartín. But the Madrid to explore carefully on foot is right in the center: the oldest one, between the Royal Palace and Madrid's midtown forest, the Parque del Buen Retiro. These neighborhoods will introduce you to the city's finest resources -- its people and their electricity, whether at play in bars or at work in finance or the media and film industries. 

As the highest capital in Europe, Madrid is hot in summer and freezing in winter, with temperate springs and autumns. Especially in winter -- when steamy café windows beckon you inside for a hot caldo (broth) and the blue skies are particularly bright -- Madrid is the next best place to heaven. 

Best in 3 Days Itinerary 

Day 1 

On the first morning, see the masterworks in the Museo del Prado and tour the Paseo del Prado between Atocha train station and Plaza Colón, past the fountains at Fuente de Neptuno and the Plaza de la Cibeles. Have lunch in or near Plaza Santa Ana. Then cut through the Puerta del Sol to see Madrid's Times Square on your way to the Plaza Mayor. Cut behind the glass-and-iron Mercado de San Miguel and through tiny Calle Puñonrostro to Plaza de la Villa on your way to the church of San Nícolas de las Servitas and then the Plaza de Oriente, where you can tour the Palacio Real and the Teatro Real. If it's summer, take in the sunset from a terrace table at El Ventorrillo at the south end of Calle Bailén's Viaducto. Later, visit the tapas bars along Cava de San Miguel and end having a drink on Plaza de la Paja or at the Café Marula terrace under the Puente de Segovia. 

Day 2 

On Day 2, see Picasso's Guernica and other works at the Centro de Arte Reina Sofía. Have lunch on Cava Baja, in La Latina, and visit the nearby Basílica de San Francisco. If you have room for more art, explore the Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, and take a sunset or an earlier stroll in the Parque del Buen Retiro before dinner. 

Day 3 

On Day 3, take a break from museums and wander along the castizo neighborhoods: the literary neighborhood around Plaza Santa Ana, Chueca (with some good lunch stopovers on Calle Libertad and Calle Barbieri), and Malasaña, walking from Centro Conde Duque to the Templo de Debod, in Parque del Oeste, to catch the last glimpse of the sunset. Finish off the day sipping a drink on any of the terraces on Calle Rosales, near the Templo, before dinner. If it's summer, say goodbye to the city by having an after-dinner drink at one of the terrazas on Castellana. 

If you're in Madrid on a Sunday, take advantage of the morning to go to the Flea Market (El Rastro), then follow the crowd on a tapeo tour in La Latina, and end the day with the midnight jam session at Café Berlín, on Callao.

Old and New Castile

Overview

For all the variety in the towns and countryside around Madrid, there is an underlying unity. Castile is essentially an endless meseta (plain) -- gray, bronze, green, and severe. Over the centuries, poets and others have characterized it as austere and melancholy. There is a distinct, chilly beauty in the stark lines, soothing colors, and sharp air of these breezy expanses. 

Stone, a dominant element in the Castilian countryside, gives the region much of its character. Gaunt mountain ranges frame the horizons; gorges and rocky outcrops break up flat expanses; and the fields around Ávila and Segovia are littered with giant boulders. Castilian villages are built predominantly of granite, and their solid, formidable look contrasts markedly with the whitewashed walls characteristic of southern Spain. The presence of so much stone may help to explain the region's rich tradition of sculpture -- Castile has one of Europe's most significant stashes of sculptural treasures, many on display in the unrivaled National Museum of Sculpture, in Valladolid. 

Castile is more accurately labeled Old and New Castile, the former (Castilla y León) north of Madrid, the latter (Castilla-La Mancha) south -- known as "New" because it was captured from the Moors a bit later. Whereas southern Spaniards are traditionally passive and peace-loving, Castilians have been a race of soldiers. The very name of the region (in effect, la región castilla, the region of castles) refers to the great east-west line of castles and fortified towns built in the 12th century between Salamanca and Soria. 

Faced with the austerity of the Castilian environment, many have taken refuge in the worlds of the spirit and the imagination. Ávila is closely associated with two of Europe's most renowned mystics, St. Teresa and her disciple St. John of the Cross, and Toledo was the main home of one of the most spiritual of all Western painters, El Greco. Escape into pure fantasy is best illustrated by Cervantes's hero Don Quixote, in whose formidable imagination even the dreary expanse of La Mancha became something magical. Many of the region's architects were similarly fanciful: Castile in the 15th and 16th centuries was the center of the plateresque, an ornamental stone-carving style of extraordinary intricacy, named for its resemblance to silverwork. Developed in Toledo and Valladolid, it reached its exuberant climax in the university town of Salamanca. 

Burgos was the 11th-century capital of Castile and the native city of El Cid ("Lord Conqueror"), Spain's legendary hero of the Christian Reconquest. Franco's wartime headquarters were established at Burgos during the Spanish Civil War (1936-39), possibly as much for symbolic as for strategic reasons. Even today the army and the clergy seem to set the tone in this somber city. León is a provincial capital and prestigious university town with a cosmopolitan flavor. Northwest of León, the medieval Camino de Santiago (Way of St. James) leads Christian pilgrims out of Castile and into Galicia as they wend their way toward Santiago de Compostela.

Best in 4 to 6 Days Itinerary 

Start in Toledo, Spain's intellectual and spiritual capital. Spend a full day visiting El Greco's former stomping grounds; then spend the night; move east the next day to Aranjuez, the summer retreat of the Bourbon monarchy. Farther south, check out Don Quijote's windmills at Consuegra and the medieval town of Almagro, with its unique 16th-century theater. Consider spending a night in Almagro's 17th-century parador; then, hit Madrid's ring roads by 10 AM to avoid the rush hour and head north of Madrid on the N-Vl to sublime Segovia, spending a night there. On your fourth day, catch the fountain display in the gardens of the Palacio Real de la Granja before returning to Madrid via the spectacular Navacerrada mountain pass. 

Spend a day wandering Toledo, and spend the night; then head north to Segovia for the second day and night. See the medieval Castillo de Coca on your way to Ávila. Continue on to Salamanca for the third night and spend the next day soaking up the architecture. Head north to Burgos for the night and the next day. See the monastery at Santo Domingo de Silos, or the closer San Pedro de Cardeña, and spend the night in one of the two. Finally, take the Camino de Santiago pilgrimage route and linger in León.

Seville

Overview

All the romantic images of Andalusia -- and Spain in general -- spring vividly to life in Seville. Spain's fourth-largest city is an olé cliché of matadors, flamenco, tapas bars, gypsies, geraniums, and strolling guitarists. So tantalizing is this city that many travelers spend their entire Andalusian time here -- but don't; Western Andalusia holds many surprises, from the aristocratic towns and Roman ruins of Seville's campiña (fertile plains) to the farmlands, sandy coastline, and tree-clad sierras of the neighboring provinces of Cádiz and Huelva. 

Predating Seville by a millennium, the ancient city of Cádiz sits like a worn but still-shining jewel at the tip of a sandy isthmus in an Atlantic bay. Stretching north from here is the gently sloping Marco de Jerez area, bordered by the towns of Jerez de la Frontera, Sanlúcar de Barrameda, and Puerto de Santa María -- a land of bull ranches, prancing Andalusian horses, and one of the world's best-known wines, sherry, aged in cobweb-filled cellars that have barely changed in centuries. 

In the province of Huelva, across the Guadalquivir River from the sherry region, stretches Doñana National Park, where marshy wetlands alternate with pine forests and shifting sand dunes. Beyond the park are coastal towns that played key roles in modern Western history: Christopher Columbus set sail from these shores in 1492. To the north is the Sierra de Aracena where free-range Iberian pigs fatten in one of Andalusia's prettiest highland oak forests. 

Today's Andalusian scenery is of fairly recent vintage. Flowing west at a sluggish pace from Jaén's Sierra Morena to the Atlantic Ocean, the mighty Guadalquivir River has shaped the landscape and history of southwestern Spain. Two thousand years ago, as the capricious river shifted course, it left the thriving Roman city of Itálica high and dry. As Itálica slid gradually into oblivion, nearby Hispalis -- today's Seville -- rose on the river's banks 11 km (7 mi) away. Seville's fortunes would continue to climb under the Moors, and again after its conquest by the Castilian Christians under King Ferdinand "the Saint" in the 13th century. During their reign the city acquired its cathedral -- the largest Gothic building in the world -- and its Moorish-inspired palace, the Alcázar. 

With the discovery of the New World, Seville reached even dizzier heights of splendor, outshining Madrid in riches and culture as Spanish ships loaded with booty from the Americas sailed upriver past the Torre de Oro (Tower of Gold) and into Seville's port. Much of this treasure was siphoned off to pay for the Spanish throne's increasingly expensive foreign entanglements and bankers' debts, but enough was left over to fuel a cultural flowering and building bonanza that can still be seen today in Seville's lovely houses, courtyards, palaces, and monuments. 

If You Have 3 Days 

Base yourself in Seville. On Day 1, visit the cathedral, the Giralda, and the nearby Alcázar, and walk through the Barrio de Santa Cruz. On Day 2, explore the Barrio de Macarena in the morning, starting at the Mercado de Feria and ending at the Museo de Bellas Artes. In the afternoon stroll in the Parque de María Luisa, the Plaza de América, and the Plaza de España. In the evening cross the Guadalquivir and visit the Barrio de Triana and the tapas bars of Calle Betis. Devote the next day to the ancient town of Carmona, with its Roman necropolis, and then the Roman ruins at Itálica before returning to Seville. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Follow the itinerary above for the first day and a half. On the afternoon of the second day, walk the Paseo de Colón by the river -- to see the Maestranza Bullring and visit the Torre de Oro. On Day 3, wander the Parque de María Luisa, stopping at the Plaza de América and Plaza de España. When returning to the city center, look for the University of Seville, the former tobacco factory of Carmen fame. In the afternoon cross the Guadalquivir to explore the Barrio de Triana. On Day 4, head south to Jerez de la Frontera. If it's a Thursday, catch the spectacular horse show at the Royal Andalusian School of Equestrian Art. Spend your last night in Puerto de Santa María, and on your final day visit Cádiz before heading back. 

Sweden: 
Stockholm
Stockholm

Overview

Stockholm is a city in the flush of its second youth. In the last 10 years Sweden's capital has emerged from its cold, Nordic shadow to take the stage as a truly international city. What started with entry into the European Union in 1995, and continued with the extraordinary IT boom of the late 1990s, is still happening today as Stockholm gains even more global confidence. Stockholm's 1 million or so inhabitants have, almost as one, realized that their city is one to rival Paris, London, New York, or any other great metropolis. 

With this realization comes change. Stockholm has become a city of design, fashion, innovation, technology, and world-class food, pairing homegrown talent with international standard. The streets are flowing with a young and confident population keen to drink in everything the city has to offer. You can sense this energy in the gossiping crowds that pack the street cafés and restaurant terraces, discussing life over an espresso and from behind designer sunglasses; you can hear it in the laughter of laid-back weekenders in the city's many open spaces; and it seems you can buy it in the shops, which are full to bursting with cutting-edge Swedish products. The glittering feeling of optimism, success, and living in the "here and now" is rampant in Stockholm. 

Of course, not everyone is looking to live so much in the present; luckily, Stockholm also has plenty of history. Positioned where the waters of Lake Mälaren rush into the Baltic, Stockholm has been an important Baltic trading site and an international city of some wealth for centuries. 

Built on 14 small islands joined by bridges crossing open bays and narrow channels, Stockholm boasts the story of its history in its glorious medieval old town, grand palaces, ancient churches, sturdy edifices, public parks, and 19th-century museums -- its history is soaked into the very fabric of its airy boulevards, built as a public display of trading glory. 

From the first written mention of the city, in 1252, to the last word on Swedish street fashion today, Stockholm is a world capital in the truest sense. The city invites you to explore the way back when, enjoy the now, and fancy the near future. 

Sights & Activities 

Much of Stockholm's beauty comes from its water. In the same way that Venice is unquestionably defined by its lagoon, so too is Stockholm mapped and interpreted by its archipelago landscape. For the inhabitants there's a tribal status to each of the islands. Residents of Södermalm are fiercely proud of their rather bohemian settlement, while those who call Gamla Stan home will tell you that there is nowhere else like it. But for the visitor, Stockholm's islands have a more practical, less passionate meaning: they help to dissect the city, both in terms of history and in terms of Stockholm's different characteristics, conveniently packaging the capital into easily handled, ultimately digestible, areas. 

The central island of Gamla Stan wows visitors with its medieval beauty, winding, narrow lanes, cellar bars, and small café-lined squares. Directly to the east is the small island of Skeppsholmen. To the south, Södermalm challenges with contemporary boutiques, hip hangouts, and left-of-center sensibilities. North of Gamla Stan is Norrmalm, the financial and business heart of the city, and a reliable, solid, international face of Stockholm. Travel west and you'll find Kungsholmen, site of the Stadshuset (City Hall), where you'll find the first signs of residential leafiness and one of Stockholm's newly hip enclaves. Turn east from Norrmalm and Östermalm awaits, an old residential neighborhood with the most money, the most glamorous people, the most tantalizing shops, and the most expensive street on the Swedish Monopoly board. 

Finally, between Östermalm and Södermalm lies the island of Djurgården, once a royal game preserve, now the site of lovely parks and museums; it's a place to come to recharge and regroup before you hit the more lively parts of town again. 

Switzerland:
Bern
Berner Oberland
Geneva
Graubünden with St. Moritz
Valais
Vaud
Zurich
Bern

Overview  

Humble and down-to-earth, Bern is a city of broad medieval streets, farmers' markets, and friendly people. It is also a World Cultural Heritage city known for its sandstone arcades, fountains, and thick, sturdy towers. 

Though Bern is the Swiss capital, you won't find much cosmopolitan affectation here: The cuisine du marché, based on the freshest ingredients available in the local market, features fatback and sauerkraut; the annual fair fetes the humble onion; and the president of the Swiss Confederation often takes the tram to work. 

It's fitting, too, that a former Swiss patent-office clerk, Albert Einstein, began developing his theory of relativity in Bern. Warm, friendly, down-to-earth, the Bernese are notoriously slow-spoken; ask a question and then pull up a chair while they formulate a judicious response. Their mascot is a bear; they keep some as pets in the center of town. 

Bern wasn't always so self-effacing. It earned its pivotal position through a history of power and influence that dates from the 12th century, when Berchtold V, Duke of Zähringen, established a fortress here. By the 14th century, the city had grown into a strong urban republic, and when the last Zähringens died, it joined the rapidly growing Swiss Confederation. 

By the late 15th century the Bernese had become a power of European stature, expanding their territories west to Geneva and acquiring immense wealth. Throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, Bern continued to prosper, and the Bernese moved steadily toward democracy: When the Swiss Confederation took its contemporary, democratic form in 1848, Bern was a natural choice for its capital. 

Today it's not the massive Houses of Parliament that dominate the city, but its perfectly preserved arcades, fountains, and thick, stalwart towers -- the remnants of its medieval heyday. 

Best in 1 to 5 Days 

If You Have 1 or 2 Days 

You can take in the highlights of Bern in a single day, but two days will allow you a more leisurely pace, with time for shopping and a museum or two. Starting at the Hauptbahnhof (main train station), move eastward through the arcades and plazas. Check your watch as you pass the Zytglogge, on the Kramgasse, and if you're there just before the hour, pause to watch the animated performance on the clock tower's east side. A walk to the site of Bern's founding at the Nydeggkirche will take you past several of the city's famous fountains. Here you can cross over the bridge to feed the indolent bears at the Bärengraben and climb uphill to the Rosengarten for one of the best views of the city, or double back to the Münster, for panoramic city views, and the Bundeshaus, both must-sees. 

If You Have 3 to 5 Days 

If you're staying a few more days, start by exploring Bern as described above. Assuming your visit coincides with a market day, plan to spend several hours perusing one of these classic Bern experiences, and allow additional time for a museum. The Bernisches Historisches Museum and new Zenturm Paul Klee are both good options. To take in some of Switzerland's beautiful scenery, escape for an overnight to the Emmental, where you can sample some Emmentaler and see how the traditional holey Swiss cheese is made. Burgdorf's castle town and museums are reason enough for the excursion.

Berner Oberland

Overview

There are times when the reality of Switzerland puts postcard idealization to shame, surpassing tinted-indigo skies and advertising-image peaks with its own astonishing vividness. Those times happen often in the Berner Oberland -- the Bernese Alps. This region concentrates the very best of rural Switzerland: mountain panoramas that can't be overrated, massive glaciers, crystalline lakes, gorges and waterfalls, chic ski resorts, and emerald slopes scattered with gingerbread chalets. 

Before the onslaught of visitors inspired the locals to switch from farming to innkeeping, agriculture was the prime industry -- and is still much in evidence today. Cows pepper the hillsides wherever rock gives way to grass, and the mountains echo with their bells. The houses of the Berner Oberland are classics, the definitive Swiss chalets: the broad, low, deep-eaved roofs cover gables that are scalloped, carved, and painted with the family dedication; the wood weathers to dark sienna after generations of harsh cold and clear sun. From early spring through autumn, every window box spills torrents of well-tended scarlet geraniums, and adjacent woodpiles are stacked with mosaiclike precision. 

The region is arranged tidily enough for even a brief visit. Its main resort city, Interlaken, lies in green lowlands between the gleaming twin pools of the Brienzersee and the Thunersee, linked by the River Aare. Behind them to the south loom craggy, forested foothills with excellent views, and behind those foothills stand some of Europe's noblest peaks, most notably the snowy crowns of the Eiger, the Mönch, and the fiercely beautiful Jungfrau. 

Because nature laid it out so conveniently, the region has become an exceedingly popular sightseeing destination. But the tourist industry handles the onslaught by offering such an efficient network of boats, trains, and funiculars; such a variety of activities; and such a wide range of accommodations, from posh city hotels to rustic mountain lodges, that every visitor can find the most suitable way to take in the marvels of the Bernese Alps. 

Sights & Activities 

The central, urban-Victorian resort of Interlaken makes a good base for excursions for visitors who want to experience the entire Jungfrau region, which includes the craggy, bluff-lined Lauterbrunnen Valley and the opposing resorts that perch high above it: Mürren and Wengen. Busy Grindelwald, famous for its variety of sporting possibilities, and isolated Kandersteg, ideal for hiking and cross-country skiing, are both easily accessible from Interlaken. 

Each lies at the dead end of different gorge roads that climb into the heights. Spreading east and west of Interlaken are the Brienzersee and Thunersee, both broad, crystalline lakes surrounded by forests, castles, and waterfront resorts, including Brienz, Thun, and Spiez. From Spiez, you can head southwest through the forest gorge of the Simmental to the Saanenland and glamorous Gstaad. Connections by rail or car keep most highlights within easy reach. 

Geneva

Overview

Resting on the southwestern tip of Lac Léman (Lake Geneva), Geneva is the cosmopolitan, graceful soul of Switzerland's French-speaking territory, a high-profile crossroads of wealth, influence, and cultures from around the world. 

Rolls-Royces purr past manicured promenades, and grand mansarded mansions stand guard beside the River Rhône, where yachts bob and gulls dive. The combination of Swiss efficiency and French savoir faire gives Geneva a chic polish, and it is home to some of the world's most luxurious and exclusive stores and extravagant restaurants. 

And while Geneva is well known as a stronghold of private banks, it is perhaps less known as the home of the European headquarters of the United Nations and the birthplace of Calvinism and the International Red Cross. 

The city was known for enlightened tolerance long before Henri Dunant founded the Red Cross, however: It gave refuge not only to religious reformers John Calvin and John Knox but also to the writers Voltaire, Victor Hugo, Alexandre Dumas, Honoré de Balzac, and Stendhal. Lord Byron, Percy Bysshe and Mary Shelley, Richard Wagner, and Franz Liszt all escaped to Geneva when scandal erupted at home. 

The conservative Genevois still seem to hear Calvin tsk-tsking in their ears as they hurry by the pricey boutiques and palatial hotels. It is the well-heeled and well-traveled foreigners who seem to indulge themselves the most, as executives jet in and out, and Middle Eastern oil money flows in. 

But Geneva does let down her discreet chignon twice a year. Every August the city organizes a 10-day-long party, Les Fêtes de Genève, that draws huge crowds to the waterfront for a spectacular grand finale of fireworks set to music. The Fête de l'Escalade (Festival of the Escalade), in December, celebrates Geneva's independent spirit. 

If You Have 2 Days 

Spend your first morning exploring the downtown waterfront, with its boats, swans, 15-foot-wide flowered clock face, and feathery Jet d'Eau. Then window-shop your way along the Rues-Basses and up into the Vieille Ville. Have lunch on place du Bourg-de-Four, and investigate the Espace St-Pierre, an umbrella term for the starkly beautiful Cathédrale St-Pierre, the cavelike archaeological ruins underneath it, and the Musée International de la Réforme. 

Don't forget the contemplative Auditoire de Calvin; the Monument de la Réformation sums it all up. The next day head for the International Area. Spend the morning at the Palais des Nations and the Musée International de la Croix-Rouge et du Croissant-Rouge, have lunch at the Château de Penthes, spend the afternoon wandering the Jardin Botanique, and find yourself some filets de perches (perch fillets) for dinner. 

If You Have 4 Days 

Follow the two-day plan above. On your third morning, head back to the Vieille Ville and the Maison Tavel, Espace Rousseau, Musée Barbier-Mueller, and/or Musée Rath. Then take a break from museum fare, and spend the afternoon swimming, sailing, paddle-boating, or, in winter, riding the waves of Lac Léman on a Compagnie Générale de Navigation (CGN) paddle steamer. Follow this up with a concert, indoors or out. 

Start Day 4 with a morning walk through the Right Bank waterfront parks and the Musée d'Histoire des Sciences. Have lunch at La Perle du Lac (outdoors in summer). Then take the Mouettes Genevoises ferry across the lake to Port Noir, and climb the rampe de Cologny to the stellar Fondation Martin Bodmer. Watch the sun set over the city from the Auberge du Lion d'Or or the bottom of the hill, and then take in a film at Cinélac (July-August) or wander home along the quays. 

If You Have 6 Days 

Two additional days will allow you to complete the tour of Geneva's museums and explore outside the city center. Start Day 5 with the Musée d'Art et d'Histoire, have lunch in Carouge, and head back into town for a look at the watchmaking treasures in the Patek Philippe Museum. On your last day, weather permitting, head for the ski slopes or rent a bicycle and ride out past Cologny; in about 15-20 minutes you'll be surrounded by vineyards and sweeping vistas. 

Graubünden

Overview

Though the names of its resorts -- St. Moritz, Davos, Klosters, Arosa -- register almost automatic recognition, the region wrapped around them remains surprisingly little known. Resort life in winter contrasts sharply with the everyday existence of the native mountain farmers. 

Graubünden is the largest canton (a political division similar to an American state) in Switzerland, covering more than one-sixth of the entire country. To the north it borders Austria and Liechtenstein, and in the east and south it abuts Italy. As it straddles the continental divide, its rains pour off north into the Rhine, eastward with the Inn to the Danube and Black Sea, and south to the River Po. The land is thus riddled with bluff-lined valleys, and its southern half basks in crystalline light: except for the Italian-speaking Ticino, it receives the most sunshine in the country. Its 150 valleys are flanked by dense blue-black wilderness and white peaks, among them Piz Buin (3,313 m/10,867 ft) in the north and Piz Bernina (4,057 m/13,307 ft) in the south, the canton's highest mountain. 

Of all the Swiss cantons, Graubünden is the most culturally diverse. Swiss-German and Italian dialects are widely spoken. But the obscure and ancient language called Romansh (literally, "Roman") is spoken by almost 20% of the population, harking back to the 1st century BC, when the area was a Roman province called Rhaetia Prima. Some say the tongue predates the Romans and trace its roots back as far as 600 BC, when an Etruscan prince named Rhaetus invaded the region. 

Though anyone versed in a Latin language can follow Romansh's simpler signs (abitaziun da vacanzas is vacation apartment; il büro da pulizia, the police office), it is no easy matter to pick it up by ear. Nor do the Graubündners smooth the way: Rhaetian Romansh is fragmented into five dialects, so that people living in any of the isolated valleys of the region might call the same cup a coppina, a scadiola, a scariola, a cuppegn, a tazza, or a cupina. 

The name Graubünden -- Les Grisons (French), I Grigioni (Italian), and Il Grischun (Romansh) -- means "gray confederation," referring to the 14th-century rebellion against Habsburg rule. With these dialects and their derivatives cutting one valley culture neatly off from another, it's no wonder the back roads of the region seem removed from the modern mainstream. 

Sights & Activities 

The canton of Graubünden is bisected along an axis of 2,987-m (9,800-ft) peaks into two very different sections connected by the Julier, Albula, and Flüela passes. In the north is the region's capital, Chur. Farther east are the famous ski resorts of Klosters and Davos. The other half of the canton comprises the Engadine, home to mountain-ringed lakes and sophisticated resorts such as St. Moritz. From there the canton extends south toward Italy from the valleys of Bergell, Müstair, and Puschlav. 

With Davos as the site of the first T-bar ski lift in history, St. Moritz as the world's ritziest resort, and a host of other justifiably famous winter wonderlands within its confines, Graubünden easily earns its reputation as the ultimate winter destination. You'll find downhill skiing (including telemarking) and snowboarding for all levels, as well as miles of Langlauf (cross-country skiing) trails prepared for both the classic and skating techniques. 

While in the Engadine, keep an eye out for buildings with sgraffiti -- a decorative etching technique in which a layer of dark gray stucco is first whitewashed and then scraped to create designs and sometimes sayings in the base color. 

Valais

Overview

This is the valley (valais) of the mighty Rhône, a river born in the heights above Gletsch (Glacier), channeled into a broad westward stream between the Bernese and the Valais Alps, lost in the depths of Lac Léman (Lake Geneva), and then diverted into France, where it ultimately dissolves in the marshes of the Camargue. Its broad upper valley forms a region of Switzerland that is still wild, remote, beautiful, and slightly unruly, its mazots (barns balanced on stone columns to keep mice out of winter food stores) romantically tumbledown, its highest slopes peopled by nimble farmers who live at vertiginous angles. 

The birthplace of Christianity in Switzerland, Valais was never reformed by Calvin or Zwingli, nor conquered by the ubiquitous Bernese -- one reason, perhaps, that the west end of Valais seems the most intensely French of the regions of the Suisse Romande. 

Its romance appeals to the Swiss, who, longing for rustic atmosphere, build nostalgic Valais-style huts in their modern city centers in order to eat raclette under mounted pitchforks, pewter pitchers, and grape pickers' baskets. For vacations, the Swiss come here to escape, to hike, and, above all, to ski. The renowned resorts of Zermatt, Saas-Fee, Crans-Montana, and Verbier are all in the Valais, some within yodeling distance of villages barely touched by modern technology. 

Sights & Activities 

The Rhône has carved Valais into a valley the shape of a checkmark, with the town of Martigny at its angle. Beginning with the eastern shores of Lake Geneva, the short leg extends along the Val d'Entremont southward to the Col du Grand St-Bernard. There, in a near ninety-degree turn, the long, eastern leg stretches all the way upriver to the glacier-source, Gletsch. This wide, fertile riverbed is flanked by bluffs and is fed from the north and south by remote, narrow valleys that snake into the mountains. Some of these valleys peter out in desolate Alpine wilderness; some lead to famous landmarks -- including that Swiss superstar, the Matterhorn. 

Our tour of Valais follows the checkmark from west to east, focusing on the long leg from Martigny to Gletsch, where all the area's skiing happens. Not all of Valais covers Alpine terrain, however: the middle of the eastern leg -- between Martigny and Sierre -- comprises one of the two chief sources of wine in Switzerland (the other is in Vaud, along Lake Geneva). 

Up the valley, past the isolated eagle's-nest village of Isérables, two magnificent castle-churches loom above the historic Old Town at Sion. From Sion, the Val d'Hérens winds up into the wilderness past the stone Pyramides d'Euseigne and the Brigadoon-like resorts of Évolène and, even more obscure, Les Haudères. 

The most famous southbound valley, the Mattertal, leads from Visp to stellar, car-free resort of Zermatt and its mascot mountain, the Matterhorn. A fork off that same valley leads to spectacular Saas-Fee, another car-free resort in a magnificent glacier bowl. Back at the Rhône, the valley mounts from Brig to the Simplon Pass and Italy or northeastward to Gletsch and the Furka Pass out of the region. 

Vaud

Overview

If pressed to select just one region, you can experience a complete cultural, gastronomic, and scenic sweep of Switzerland by choosing Vaud (pronounced Voh). This westernmost Swiss canton has a stunning Gothic cathedral (Lausanne) and one of Europe's most evocative châteaux (Chillon), palatial hotels and weathered-wood chalets, sophisticated culture and ancient folk traditions, snowy Alpine slopes and balmy lake resorts. Everywhere there are the roadside vineyards that strobe black-green, black-green by the car windows, as the luxurious rows of vines alternate with rich, black loam. 

This is the region of Lac Léman, or Lake Geneva, a grand, romantic, crescent-shape body of water with Geneva at the southwestern tip. Vaud occupies the corner of Switzerland that borders France, and it has top-drawer chefs, bubbling pots of fondue, and fine wine producers to show for it. Its romance -- Savoy Alps looming across the horizon, steamers fanning across the surface of the lake, palm trees rustling along its shores -- made it a focal point of the budding 19th-century tourist industry, an object of literary fancy, an inspiration to the arts. 

In a Henry James novella, the imprudent Daisy Miller made waves when she crossed Lake Geneva unchaperoned to visit Chillon; Byron's Bonivard languished in chains in the fortress's dungeons. From their homes outside Montreux, Stravinsky wrote The Rite of Spring and Strauss his transcendent Four Last Songs. Yet at the lake's east end, romance and culture give way to wilderness and farmland, to mountains with some peaks so high they grow grazing grass sweet enough to flavor the cheese. There are ski resorts, of course -- Leysin, Villars-Gryon, Château-d'Oex -- but none so famous as to upstage the region itself. 

Throughout the canton, French is spoken, and the temperament the Vaudoise inherited from the Romans and Burgundians sets them apart from their Swiss-German countrymen. It's evident in their humor, their style, and -- above all -- their love of their own good wine. 

Best in 3 or 5 Days 

If You Have 3 Days 

If time is limited, fly into Geneva Cointrin and drive the shore highway through Coppet to Nyon to visit the Roman museum and medieval castle. Overnight in one of the lake's smaller towns before taking a full day to immerse yourself in the sights, shops, and streetside cafés of the region's largest city, Lausanne. 

On the third day, set out for the winding Corniche de la Vaud, visiting a vignoble (vineyard) or two in Lutry, Cully, Épesses, or Chexbres. You'll end up at the lakefront town of Montreux, with its fabled Château de Chillon. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Spend two days savoring Lausanne- and its Old Town, museums, and hyperactive waterfront. Lunch at one of the region's top restaurants will consume hours but is lighter on your wallet than dinner. 

On your third day, follow the Corniche route east as it winds through the vineyards of Lavaux. Stop for photos (pull-offs are strategically interspersed), walk a section of the wine trail, and definitely taste a glass of white wine. The harbor-front town of Vevey deserves a leisurely visit, especially its older section. A night's rest here or in Montreux will ready you to take in the glitzy, Riviera-like city's highlights before touring the Château de Chillon. Hop a late train from Montreux, or take the half-hour winding drive for a good night's sleep in the brisk mountain air of Villars-sur-Ollon, where chalet architecture contrasts with contemporary museums and estate homes. 

Break in the fifth day with an Alpine walk before heading back down the steep canyon to the main roads that speed you west to Nyon for a last afternoon learning about the Roman influence.

Zürich

Overview

Zürich is a stunningly beautiful city that sits astride the River Limmat (the Zürichsee flows into the River Limmat). Its charming old town, comprising a substantial part of the city center, is full of beautifully restored historic buildings and narrow, hilly alleys. In the distance, snow-clad peaks overlook the waters of the lake, and the shores are dominated by turn-of-the-century mansions. 

Zürich is also one of the world's leading financial centers -- the Zürich stock exchange is the fourth-largest after those of New York, London, and Tokyo. However, Zürich is a far cry from a cold-hearted business city. The avant-garde Dadaist movement started here in 1916, when a group of artists and writers, including Tristan Tzara, Jean Arp, and Hugo Ball, rebelled against traditional artistic expression. Zürich also attracted Irish author James Joyce, who spent years here re-creating his native Dublin in Ulysses. 

The city's extraordinary museums and galleries, and the luxuries available in shops along the Bahnhofstrasse, Zürich's Fifth Avenue, attest to the city's position as Switzerland's spiritual, if not political, capital. 

The latest addition to the city's profile is Zürich West, an industrial neighborhood that's quickly being reinvented. Amid the cluster of cranes, former factories are being turned into spaces for restaurants, bars, art galleries, and dance clubs.

Sights & Activities 

From the northern tip of the Zürichsee, the Limmat River starts its brief journey to the Aare and, ultimately, to the Rhine -- and it neatly bisects Zürich at the starting gate. The city is crisscrossed by lovely, low bridges. On the left bank are the Altstadt (Old Town), the grander, genteel section of the old medieval center; the Hauptbahnhof, the main train station; and Bahnhofplatz, a major urban crossroads and the beginning of the world-famous luxury shopping street, Bahnhofstrasse. 

The right bank constitutes the livelier old section, divided into the Oberdorf (Upper Village) toward Bellevueplatz, and the Niederdorf (Lower Village), from Marktgasse to Central and along Niederdorfstrasse, which fairly throbs on weekends. Most streets around the Rathausbrücke and the Grossmünster are pedestrian-only zones. 

Scattered throughout the town are 13 medieval guildhalls, or Zunfthäuser, that once formed the backbone of Zürich's commercial society. Today most of these house atmospheric restaurants where high ceilings, leaded-glass windows, and coats of arms evoke the mood of merchants at their trade. Often these restaurants are one floor above street level because in the days before flood control the river would rise and inundate the ground floors. 

Zürich is officially divided into a dozen numbered Kreis (districts), which spiral out clockwise from the center of the city. Kreis 1, covering the historic core, includes the Altstadt, Oberdorf, and Niederdorf. Zürich West is part of Kreis 5. Most areas in the city are commonly known by their Kreis, and a Kreis number is generally the most helpful in giving directions. 

Turkey: 
Aegean Coast
Istanbul
Mediterranean Coast
Aegean Coast

Overview

Turkey is one place to which the phrase "East meets West" really applies. Although 97% of Turkey's landmass is in Asia, Turkey began facing West politically in 1923, when Atatürk founded the modern republic. He transformed the remnants of the shattered Ottoman Empire into a secular state with a Western outlook. 

The legacies of the Greeks, Romans, Ottomans, and numerous other civilizations have made Turkey a vast outdoor museum. The most spectacular of the reconstructed classical sites are along the Aegean Coast, stretching from the northern border with Greece south to Bodrum. The treasures include the 3,000-year-old ruins of Troy, made famous by the poet Homer; the ruins of the fabled city of Pergamum, on its windswept hilltop; and the magnificent temples, colonnaded streets, and theater in Ephesus. The Aegean Coast also lures travelers with long stretches of magnificent sandy beaches. Its pine-clad hills are punctuated by old port villages -- Foça, Çesme, Kusadasi, Bodrum -- some reincarnated as modern resorts with sophisticated facilities for travelers. 

In the 2nd century AD, the Greek travel writer Pausanias wrote glowingly of the Aegean Coast, lauding its climate and magnificent buildings. Not all the wonders Pausanias mentioned are visible today, but enough are left to give you a good idea of what life was like when this part of the world could fairly have been called the center of the universe.

Sights & Activities 

Turkey's Aegean Coast can be divided into three main regions: the northern coast from Çanakkale to the northern outskirts of Izmir; the city of Izmir itself (a good home base for exploring the region); and the southern coast down to Bodrum, including, inland, the ruins at Aphrodisias and the natural hot springs of Pamukkale. 

Some of the finest ancient Greek and Roman cities are found on the Aegean Coast. Watch for the ubiquitous bright yellow road signs pointing to historic sites or to those currently undergoing excavation. There are so many Greek and Roman ruins, in fact, that some haven't yet been excavated and others are going to seed. Grand or small, all the sites are best visited early in the morning or late in the afternoon, when they are less crowded. 

Alluring white-sand beaches (plajlar in Turkish) are among the Aegean Coast's big draws. The most notable are the ones in Akçay (on the Gulf of Edremit); Sarmisakli, outside Ayvalik; those along Akburun (the White Cape) and Ilica, 5 km (3 mi) south and north of Çesme, respectively; deserted Gümüssu, down the hill from the ancient city of Colophon; and the long strand at Pamucak, 2 km (1 mi) west of Selçuk. You'll also find good beaches in the outlying villages on the Bodrum peninsula -- Torba, with its big resort village; Türkbükü, quiet and family-oriented; Turgutreis, more of a scene; Akyarlar, which is rarely crowded; Ortakent, backed by old wooden town houses; Bitez, on a small bay; Gümbet, popular for windsurfing and diving; and Gümüsük, rimming a perfect bay with the half-submerged ruins of ancient Mindos. 

Istanbul

Overview

Turkey is one place to which the phrase "East meets West" really applies. It's especially true in Turkey's largest city, Istanbul, that the continents of Europe and Asia come together, separated only by the Bosporus, which flows 29 km (18 mi) from the Black Sea to the Sea of Marmara. On the vibrant streets of this city of 12 million people, miniskirts and trendy boots mingle with head scarves and prayer beads. 

For 16 centuries Istanbul, originally known as Byzantium, played a major part in world politics: first as the capital of the Eastern Roman Empire, when it was known as Constantinople, then as capital of the Ottoman Empire, the most powerful Islamic empire in the world, when it was renamed Istanbul. Atatürk moved the capital to Ankara at the inception of the Turkish Republic. 

Istanbul's Asian side is filled with Western-style sprawling suburbs, while its European side contains Old Istanbul -- a wonderland of mosques, opulent palaces, and crowded bazaars. The Golden Horn, an inlet 6½ km (4 mi) long, flows off the Bosporus on the European side, separating Old Istanbul from New Town. The center of New Town is Beyoglu, a district filled with a combination of modern and turn-of-the-20th-century hotels, banks, and shops grouped around Taksim Square. There are three bridges spanning the Golden Horn: the Atatürk, the Galata, and the Haliç. 

Sights & Activities 

The triangular peninsula of Old Istanbul contains most of the oldest sites in Istanbul. Its boundaries of water on two sides and the ancient walls on the other are identical to those of the ancient city first laid out by the Emperor Constantine nearly 1,700 years ago. Although a couple of broad modern highways now cut a swathe through its tumble of stone and concrete buildings, most of Old Istanbul's narrow streets twist and turn over the city's seven hills as they have done for centuries. 

New Town is the area on the northern shore of the Golden Horn, the waterway that cuts through Istanbul on the European side of the Bosporus. The architecture reflects the city's steady expansion north over the last century. Most of the buildings in Beyoglu, the neighborhood closest to the Golden Horn, date from the late 19th and early 20th century. The faded grandeur of their ornate stone facades recalls a time when Istanbul was one of the most cosmopolitan cities in the world and more than half of its population was non-Turkish. The majority of the buildings to the north in Taksim and Nisantasi are made from concrete and date from the 1970s and 1980s, while farther north are the modern skyscrapers of glass and steel housing the city's current business district. 

Mediterranean Coast

Overview

St. Paul was born on Turkey's Mediterranean Coast and preached on its shores; Mark Antony gave a piece of it to Cleopatra; Hittites, Lycians, Lydians, Romans, Greeks, Byzantines, Seljuks, Ottomans, and many other peoples have come and gone from this region. Even today this coast, which merges with the the country's Aegean Coast to the west and borders Syria to the east, offers something for everyone: upscale resorts with all the modern conveniences; tiny hamlets where virgin forest is separated from the sea by strips of unspoiled beach; and, above all, the knowledge that to walk the Mediterranean shore is to walk hand in hand with history. 

The modern Turkish Mediterranean still contains much of its ancient counterpart. Unspoiled fishing villages, among them Üçagiz on Kekova Sound, share the shoreline with busy resort towns such as Marmaris and Antalya. The coast's bustling bazaars are stocked with bright, baggy trousers; piles of halvah (a tasty candy made from sesame seeds); and jams made of eggplant, rose, and other exotic ingredients. Though tourism has developed considerably here in recent years and big tour buses are an everyday sight now, it has not yet gotten to the point where restaurants are serving mainly fish-and-chips or where the locals think of you only in terms of the trinkets you might buy (though you will find some who do). Here if you ask a young man directions to the main highway, he is still apt to jump onto his motorcycle and lead you to it. 

The Turkish Riviera, as it is billed, isn't just about beaches and fishing villages. The region also has ancient cities of Greek, Roman, Arab, Seljuk, Armenian, Crusader, and Byzantine origin. According to legend, Termessos, known as the Eagle's Nest and one of the region's most important sites, defied Alexander the Great. The Roman theater in Aspendos rivals the Colosseum. St. Paul came here spreading the Gospel to the Seven Churches of Asia, a fact the Turkish government is using to promote "faith tourism." Later, the might of Islam overcame the Byzantines, setting the foundation for a great Muslim empire. 

Whether you come to Turkey in search of history or to lie on the beach along a perfect turquoise-colored sea, you can do both along its Mediterranean coast. 

Sights & Activities 

Until the mid-1970s, Turkey's southwest coast was inaccessible to all but the most determined travelers -- those in four-wheel-drive vehicles or who arrived on the backs of donkeys. Today, well-maintained highways wind through the area, giving beach goers easy access to overcrowded Marmaris and the Datça Peninsula, on the Western Mediterranean Coast. 

The countryside along the Turquoise Coast, east of Marmaris from Köycegiz to Kemer, is less crowded. These days, however, resorts are springing up along the coast, in once-remote spots along the Eastern Mediterranean Coast like Gazipasi and Silifke, east of the cities of Antalya and Alanya. If you're more adventurous, you can continue all the way east to Antakya, near the Syrian border. 

