
TO TOUR OR NOT TO TOUR 

 

The pleasures and pitfalls of coach travelling in Italy 

 

“I haven’t slept in a room that size since I was in College!” 

Eddie* was not happy. The hotel in Assisi, where we had spent the previous night, 

had for many years been home to nuns. The converted rooms were booth-size and either 

quaint or austere, depending upon a glass-half-full or half-empty viewpoint. Not only that, the 

streets beneath our cute casement windows had resonated throughout the evening with the 

cheery sound of locals celebrating the birthday of their beloved saint. Eddie, ex-educator 

from New Jersey, had not slept well. 

Simonetta, our remarkably patient, ever-cheerful tour guide, crinkled her eyes and 

lifted the microphone. 

“Well,” she said in latte-smooth tones, “sometimes when we come to another country 

we have to accept the new experience, yes? Is not always like home, and this is why we come 

here.” 

Nods all around from we sagacious types who had relished the opportunity to be cast 

into the midst of this vibrant medieval town and had, by way of contrast, slept with the smug 

soundness of people who knew that they were a mere fifty-metre pilgrimage away from the 

world-famous basilica of St Francis of Assisi. 

Eddie just rolled his eyes. 

Italian Mosaic, an aptly-named two-week coach tour operated by Swiss-based 

operator Globus, offers a myriad of such opportunities. If not whirlwind, the tour is certainly 

busy; in a twelve-day period participants visit Rome, Florence, Milan, the more sedate lakes 

district to the north, Verona, Venice, Assisi, beautiful Sorrento and the spectacularly wealthy 

island of Capri, before returning to Rome for a farewell dinner (with operatic interludes) and 

either further travels or the flight home. They must cope with a tightly-timed schedule, long 

distances in the coach followed by plenty of walking amidst the thronging, self-possessed 

crowds that denote a European summer – and close encounters with the idiosyncrasies of 

their fellow travellers. In our case, that meant five New Zealanders and thirty-seven 

Americans. As the only Australians on board, we were objects of some curiosity to the latter, 

regularly fielding questions to do with kangaroos bounding through the main streets of 

Sydney and Melbourne (seen as the only cities in Australia), the late Steve Irwin and flying 

times. 

“You flew twenty-four hours to be here? Oh my God, guys, did you hear that, twenty-

four hours on a plane! We thought eight was bad enough!” 

 Our new American friends offered a pleasurable and often witty subtext to a trip that 

was characterised by great convenience and more than the odd moment of inspiration. The 

advantages of touring are many; the climate-controlled coach was clean, enormous and very 

comfortable, the driver – the urbane and pleasingly mysterious Gerardo – was equally adroit 

manoeuvring through the madness of city traffic or along the tunnels and bridges of the ever-

changing Italian countryside. He also found time to load and unload our luggage and chat 

with Simonetta, a constant source of invaluable information who mixed titbits of folklore and 

history with plenty of practical advice on how to tip waiters and where to find a decent toilet. 



The routine was straightforward and comfortably predictable; breakfast, bus, the morning 

travelling, the afternoon orientating to our new environs and touring various sites, the 

evening over-indulging. We were seamlessly whisked from attraction to attraction, granted 

special admittance and able to avoid the interminable queues as we trotted cheerfully through 

the Vatican museum, Florence’s gracious galleries, Doges Palace off Piazza San Marco, the 

ornate Isola Bella – featuring Napoleon’s bed and Mussolini’s signature – and eerie Pompeii. 

A stream of savvy locals acting as tour-guides added colour and knowledge to each 

experience, the detailing of Michelangelo’s magnificent Statue of David being a particular 

highlight. 

The tour also offered a range of ‘optionals’, mainly consisting of good-value themed 

dinners such as a hearty smorgasbord in Tuscany and seafood in Sorrento, although we were 

happiest when able to explore the local cafés and try our luck deciphering the menus. In fact, 

sourcing and consuming food was a consistent theme; we relished the broad plates of tangy 

antipasto, the crisp, simple pizzas criss-crossed with fresh prosciutto, the moist risottos and of 

course the gelato, as sweet and creamy as it was abundant. Wine-drinkers were also well-

catered for; with Simonetta’s help we focused on sampling the specialities of each district and 

were never disappointed or, for that matter, hung-over, our guide explaining proudly that 

Italian wines “are pure, without all the chemicals.” 

 And despite the occasional misgivings of Eddie, or Bob and Carol, or Ted and 

Alice**, the accommodation was consistently high-quality and included hot showers, big 

firm beds and Continental breakfasts which, although mass-produced and generally 

uninspiring, did provide plenty of fuel for the long days ahead. 

 Touring is not for the highly independent or intolerant traveller. There are times 

when, as a participant, one has to bite down and go with the flow, particularly when yearning 

for a potentially great experience that is not part of the iron-clad schedule. With a cast of over 

forty, the odds of getting a group that is universally likeable are remote, although Globus 

alleviates this problem to a degree by ensuring daily seat-rotations on the bus and plenty of 

free time in each stopover. The days can be tiring and bum-numbness is a definite hazard. For 

all that, however, touring does offer the time-poor traveller the chance to see a great deal 

effectively in a short space of time. For us, it was a perfect introduction to a beautiful and 

engaging country that we will, inevitably, return to on our own terms. 

 

* Not his real name 

** Not their real names 

 


