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June 13, 2015 - Anna and I boarded the Italo bullet train from Venezia (Venice) to 
Firenze (Florence).  As the train picked up speed, Anna Googled the kilometers to 
miles conversion.  In case you’re wondering about the sign above, that was in the 
train car over the door registering the speed of the train.  We could watch as it 

slowed down or picked up speed.  Anna discovered that 300 km converted to 186 
miles per hour!!  Our ears were popping and we were giggling in amazement at 

the speed we were traveling.  Anna tried to post on Facebook about our ears 
popping, but it came out “our ears are pooping”, which led us into such laughing 
out loud that people were turning around looking at us crazy old ladies laughing 
like teenagers.  What really made Anna laugh was a gesture with my hands of 
poop coming out our ears....but it’s one of those moments of hilarity that we 

always say....I guess you had to be there!!



So much for high speed trains getting 
us to Florence in record time, but, of 
course, we arrived too early to check 
into our hotel room at the Grand Hotel 

Minerva right near the train station.  
They let us stash our luggage in the 

lobby, and Anna and I headed out to 
start walking and exploring.

Motorbikes are the 
practical way to travel 

through small European 
streets.



That’s one big door Anna is 
standing in front of at the Pitti 

Palace.  I do remember that they 
were having a lapis lazuli gem 
exhibit that we checked about, 

but decided to pass on it.



Narrow streets and sidewalks and 
below Anna referred to that as 

“the gold bridge.”  It’s filled with 
jewelry shops along each side of 
the bridge that sell mostly gold 

jewelry and some silver.



That’s me as we go on the 
gold bridge by a statue 

of....somebody??



We headed back 
to the Grand Hotel 
Minerva and were 

finally able to 
check into our 
room.  It was 

lovely.  Longfellow 
and Mark Twain 

stayed at this hotel 
in their era.



We went up to the rooftop terrace to check out the pool and our view of Florence.







Beautiful pool area and stunning 360 
degree views.  We even had a 

marching band enter the piazza 
below for some sort of festival going 
on that day.  I joked to Anna that it 

was our welcoming committee!



This bell tower chimed 
a few times for us.



Snacks and drinks on the rooftop terrace...and to rest our feet from walking



A pesky pigeon wanting some 
free snacks!  And then he 

brought a friend!



We headed out to wander around 
and to also look for the place to 
meet our tour group in the late 
afternoon.  Florence had some 
interesting street art, and Anna 

wandered into a vinyl record store 
called Twisted Jazz Shop.



Anna and I walked in circles again 
looking for a church named after her 
dog, Santo.  We finally found it and 
it was closed.  On the left one of the 
places we stopped to get a refreshing 
drink and some respite from the heat 
and to sit and soothe my aching feet.  

It had cool artsy lampshades.



We met up with the tour director 
who walked us over to the 

gallery where the Michelangelo 
statue of David was housed.  

Along the way we saw the one 
huge main church that is a big 
tourist attraction in Florence.







After entering the museum, we 
saw a few unfinished statues 

by Michelangelo.



And other sculptures by 
Michelangelo.



Then I caught a glimpse of the David 
statue and walked over to take the 

first photos.  It is very definitely 
impressive to see in person.



It’s really just stunning to see it 
in the specific lighting and 

position in the gallery that they 
have it placed in.



Our tour guide was a marvel 
at understanding the artistic 
nuances of every aspect of 
the statue.  As she talked, I 

found myself walking around 
it and taking photos of all 

sorts of angles and features.







She pointed out the details 
of the veins in the arms and 
the expression on its face 

from different angles.







That would be me above at the gallery....I enjoyed seeing this work of art so much, 
that I overcame the fact that I was in so much pain from my aching feet and calve 
muscles from walking all through Venice over bridges and now all over Florence.



One last photo as we left the museum.



We walked back to our hotel and 
ate appetizers and dinner on the 
terrace overlooking the piazza.  

The hotel had free prosecco sort of 
happy hour in the evening.  We 

were entertained by a street 
musician guitarist.

June 14, 2015 - The next morning we got up early to walk to meet our next tour 
guide for the walking tour of Florence.  Did somebody say walking again?



We started the walking tour in 
the town square.  There are 

carousels everywhere in Italy 
and France.  I took these photos 
because I was thinking I wish I 

could put Ariya on it!!





We went on so many tours and 
so much history I can’t 

remember a lot of what was 
taught to us.  I do remember 
the guide saying something 

about the flags at the top of this 
statue.  Florence is apparently 

divided into four sections.  
There are four flags on each 
direction of the statue facing 
the territory of Florence that 

they represent.

Amidst some of the more modern 
buildings are a few of the 

ancient buildings still standing 
through the centuries of time.



This old building 
looks a bit like a 

castle.  We were told 
that it did once 

belong to people of 
wealth in the city of 

Florence.



Our guide explained that if you 
see a statue embedded into any 
of the old buildings in Florence, it 

would depict what kind of 
business they were in that made 
them wealthy enough to have 
such a large house.  The sheep 

depicted in the side of this house 
that looked like a castle means 
they were in the wool business.

One of the 
many narrow 

streets of 
Florence.



This building was 
once an open grain 
market and then was 
made into a church.



A statue of St. Mark. 





These three photos on the previous 
page and on the left are of the inside 
of the church that was once the grain 
market.  We could still see the chutes 
where the grain was poured down 

from the top floor into the bags of the 
customers.  When they turned the 

market into a church, people would still 
come in to get their grain from the 

same chutes pouring grain into their 
sacks from the second floor.  As our 

guide explained, the people of 
Florence are very practical people.



Continuing on our walking tour 
through the streets of Florence.  

Did I mention my legs were 
aching and my feet were 

pulsing and pounding with 
pain?  I never walked so much 
in my life, as I did on this trip to 

Italy, Greece and France.



An amazing street artist doing 
the Mona Lisa in chalk.  On 
this street there were three 
designated places for street 

artists to draw.  Although they 
were outlined and marked off 
for the artists to create, cars 
and trucks would still drive 
over them.  Eventually the 

rains would come and wash 
away such fine works of art.



Stopped into another church 
to see the beautiful art work.  
The priest was nervous about 
a handful of us tourists and 
came over to make sure the 
rope was in the right place 
for us to keep our distance.  
The tour guide joked saying, 
“Let’s leave before he locks 
us in the church dungeon.”



Some sort of art 
exhibit having to do 

with “spoons.”



Anna and I had fun 
with the large spoon 

display.



Florence is also known to be a fashion capital with all the high end brand names.  
We passed by the original Salvatore Ferragamo shoe store and museum.



And Dolce & Gabbana for kids.

Saw this interesting silverware in 
a store window.



The first Mafia story we heard 
from our tour guide was in 

regards to the photo below.  The 
tree was planted in memory of 
the people who died from a car 
bomb placed in that spot by the 
Mafia back in 1993 who were 
trying to destabilize the Italian 

government.



More interesting buildings 
and a convent on the right 

and top of next page.



Our tour guide led us back to the gold bridge.



During our walking tour we saw a number of street signs that a street 
artists used very cleverly to express their creativity.  The city of Florence 

sued the artist over defacing public property.



When we got to this Piazza 
della Signoria it started to 

rain.  You might be able to see 
a replica of the statue of 

David near the door of this 
city hall building called 

Palazzo Vecchio.



Statues, columns and fountains.  Below is the fountain of Neptune.



Our tour guide gave 
us a 15 minute break 
in the piazza, and 
Anna got a gelato, 

while I sat on the curb 
to rest my feet.



Again the fountain of Neptune
and rainy skies above.



I snapped a photo of all those 
colorful men’s shoes above,

as our guide explained about 
the tower on the right that has 
been turned into a hotel was 
used in the latest Ron Howard 
movie due out in 2016 called 
“Inferno” starring Tom Hanks. 



Our walking tour ended back 
at the ornate church.



A close-up of the church doors.

We asked our tour guide for a 
good place to eat dinner 
nearby.  She gave us two 

options.  We chose Osteria del 
Porcellina.  Yes, that’s a wild 

boar (porcellina) on the menu.



Anna snapped this picture of me 
at our table waiting for the food.  

And OMG!!!  This was the best 
chicken cacciatore I’ve ever had.  
Anna had some average ravioli, 
and her fork kept diving into my 

plate to help me devour this 
delicious dish.  All I can say is if 

you’re ever in Florence, go to this 
restaurant and order the chicken 

cacciatore!



Back at the hotel we went up to the rooftop terrace 
to see if we could catch a good sunset.  Nothing 
spectacular but the view was pretty nonetheless.



June 15, 2015 - Another great all you can eat buffet breakfast on our last 
morning at the Grand Hotel Minerva.



After checking out of 
the hotel we walked 
with our suitcases 

towards the rental car 
place.  On the way we 
saw a door open to an 
old church courtyard, 
so we wandered in to 
look around.  We saw 

these beautiful old 
frescos on the walls.



We got the rental car, and Anna 
started to drive us out of Florence.  
This is when the adventure of trying 

to read an Italian road map and 
road signs began.  It didn’t work, so 

we relied heavily on GPS, which 
was a robot voice with a very British 
accent.  When we weren’t sure we 
could trust her directions, we called 
her Mrs. Doubtfire.  When it turned 
out she was right and led us right to 
where we wanted to go, her name 
became Mrs. Travelworthy.  Every 

now and then we’d lose contact with 
Ms. GPS, and panic ensued.  That’s 
when we drove round and round the 
roundabouts in circles trying to read 

the signs.



Italy
Pisa 

June 15, 2015



When we got on the 
highway out of Florence, 
Anna casually says, “We 
have a lot of hours before 

we can check into our room 
in Tuscany.  Do you want to 
drive to Pisa?”  “OK” I say. 
GPS was programmed and 
we headed to Pisa to see 

the famous Leaning Tower.  

I learn a lot when traveling.  I had 
no idea the Leaning Tower of Pisa 

was actually a bell tower that 
went with a very huge church.  

That’s part of the church below.



When planning our trip, I 
mentioned to Anna that I didn’t 

really care about seeing the 
Leaning Tower of Pisa.  But I 
have to say when seeing it in 
person, it’s quite impressive.



Always the rebel...I 
chose purposely to 
lean to the opposite 

direction as the 
tower when posing 

for my touristy photo.

Anna managed to 
get in perfect 

alignment with the 
lean of the tower.







This is a smaller part of 
the church used for 

baptisms.



Notice the sign to the left that says 
ENTRANCE FOR PRAYER ONLY.  Anna 
decided she wanted to see the inside of 
the church.  However, they were selling 

tickets to tour the inside.  We didn’t want 
to stand in line or pay for tickets.  She 

got the idea to go into the door that was 
“for prayer only.”  We enter and it was 
quite beautiful inside.  We immediately 
sat in the pews facing the altar because 
the guy at the door...the door monitor 

was watching us closely.  She told me to  
pretend to pray, so she could hide 

behind me to take some photos.  As I 
did, she snapped a photo and the flash 
went off.  The door monitor guy gave 

her a stern look and wagged his finger.

This was the picture she got of me 
with the beautiful background of 
the altar a bit out of focus.  She 
was also trying to walk over and 

look at the large area of the church 
where the tour people were, but 
once again the door monitor guy 
made a gesture to us, so we left.  

What can I say?  That’s why Anna 
and I get along so well.  We like to 

bend the rules here and there.



I took the above photo in 
a restaurant we stopped 
at to get some take-out 
pizza and then walked 

the few blocks to the car.  
We got there in time 

before the parking meter 
ran out.  After only 

spending a short time 
there, we sat in the car 
eating pizza in Pisa.  It 
was a fun spontaneous 
and unplanned side trip 

adventure.




