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Preamble 

 

This travel journal describes my journey from Greenstone to Italy with two other chaperones 

and nineteen students during July 1-13, 2008.  Our group spent two years planning a trip 

through EF Tours called Bell ‘Italia which would give us ten days in the country traveling from 

north to south.  After so much time organizing it was almost surreal when the day of departure 

finally arrived. 

 

~Day 1: Tuesday July 1, 2008~ 

 

Today we depart for Europe.  A sense of excitement fills the air as students gather to wait for 

the bus. In Geraldton, the majority of trip participants, (including myself) leave town at 8:15am 

for Thunder Bay.   Before going, teary-eyed parents take pictures of our group while our bus 

driver loads suitcases and students.  We arrive in Thunder Bay, after picking up Ms. Heidi 

Lindsay and the Jellicoe/Beardmore contingent.  We meet Mr. Eric Gardiner in Thunder Bay 

where we have a short wait in the airport before boarding our connecting flight to Ottawa. 

 

It turns out that it is the first time flying for some of the group-members.  Josh Taylor, normally 

a calm guy, loses color in his face as the airplane taxies to the runway.  However, even people 

who have flown before, like Nathan Towegishig, do not fare very well.  As the flight heads for 

Ottawa, Nathan’s teeth clench and his muscles tense; he is not having a good time.  We arrive 

in Ottawa shortly before 4:00pm and connect to our larger, more comfortable Boeing 767-300 

before once again taking off, (this time for Frankfurt, Germany) shortly after 5:00p.m.  Once 

again I sit with Nathan who, despite being on a larger plane, (he had commented that the small 

Air Canada Jazz CRJ200 was the cause of his nausea and fear earlier), remains with clenched 

teeth and fists.  Throughout the seven hour flight Kyle O’Brien also becomes sick, (perhaps the 

airline’s excuse for a meal, perhaps the flu) but most enjoy themselves and the myriad of 

movies and television shows provided by Air Canada’s in-flight entertainment system melts 

away the long hours in the air.   Though the flight is about seven hours we are also six hours 

later because of the time change so upon our arrival in Frankfurt it is early in the morning. 

 

~Day 2: Wednesday July 2, 2008~ 

 

Once in the Frankfurt terminal, (which involved a bus ride as our plane does not have an actual 

gate), our first emergency occurs: Nathan Towegishig is without a passport!  Frantic running 

through the terminal ensues and blood pressures rise.  Time is running out between our 

connection to Milan, (which involves a passport check and a journey to another part of the 

airport).  A decision is made to leave Eric with Nathan while Heidi and I get all of the others 

through security.  The majority of the group makes it to the gate…but no Eric and Nathan.  As 

everyone wonders when and how they would join the group our flight begins to board.  But the 

first emergency is solved: Eric and Nathan make it to the gate in time; the passport has been 

found on the Air Canada plane and forwarded to Nathan.  And thus, a lesson for all: keep your 
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important documents with you at all times!  At 7:15am all are aboard a Lufthansa flight from 

Frankfurt to Milan. 

 

The Lufthansa flight is short and sweet.  The flight attendant provides us with many snacks and 

friendly conversation.  We fly over the Swiss Alps so the scenery is impressive, too.  Many look 

below trying to spot the “Ricolah” yodeler.  No luck.  We do, however, fly over the German ‘City 

of Heidi’ before landing in Milan at 9:15am.  The luggage arrives quickly – all of it!  Our entire 

collection of luggage makes it to Italy!  Once through another security check we are introduced 

to our tour guide, Fabrizio Ruffa, an energetic man who will be our host for the next eleven 

days.  Our first news: we would be paired with another group from Kansas City, Missouri…and 

they are running late due to some luggage problems.  So, we head towards our tour bus to load 

luggage.  On the bus we quickly realize that Italy in the summer is hotter than anyone can 

describe, especially when you come from a place where it snows in June.  It is sweltering.  Some 

leave the bus to explore Milan’s airport and seek refuse from the sun while others sleep.  A few 

hours later, (unfortunately, I’m not exaggerating) the other group arrives and we set off from 

Milan to our first Italian destination: Verona. 

 

Highways in Milan are very North American in design but traffic is heavier, (at least by the 

standards of someone from the middle of Northern Ontario).  We stop for lunch at a place 

called “AutoGrille”, a chain of freeway restaurants throughout the country.  Many enjoy a good 

lunch for little money.  Eric and I, on the other hand, order a meal that runs over €20 and 

consists of fatty roast beef, zucchini and fruit.  Note to self:  Ask “Quanto Costa” before 

ordering next time. 

 

After lunch we arrive in Verona.  The historical buildings and crowds of tourists immediately 

capture the attention of the group.  Ancient buildings, including an arena, villas, churches and 

shops dominate the downtown area.  We explore, fascinated by the fancy shopping, (Dolce and 

Gabbana, Prada, Versace) and sights, (crowds of people, markets of souvenir shops, art 

everywhere).   Fabrizio takes us to the spot that made Verona famous: the balcony of the home 

of the Capulets, the family from Shakespeare’s Romeo & Juliet.  Though a heavily congested 

area it is still very interesting to visit and the place is definitely still romantic.  I miss Megan 

quite a lot at this point.  Heidi and I find a Farmacia to try and buy some Gravol.  Unfortunately, 

Gravol does not exist in Italy, apparently.  However, Heidi’s excellent abilities to mime nausea 

and upset stomach, (think Pepto-Bismol commercials) afford us the medicine we require.  The 

town also has a very impressive statue of Dante, father of the Italian language, and some 

excellent eating; many enjoy their first gelato and we enjoy an excellent lunch of pasta, chicken 

and fruit.  By late afternoon we are back on the bus to Padova, a town just a little while from 

Venice.  We have officially survived the first and second days of the trip! 
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~Day 3: Thursday July 3, 2008~ 

 

Our hotel in Padova is modest and clean.  After reading reviews online some of us were worried 

that the EF Tour Company would be putting us up in the slums.  Though smaller than North 

American hotels the rooms are still comfortable.  We are up at 6:30am, tired and jet-lagged, but 

ready to take on Italy.  After breakfast, (which was also better than the online reviews made it 

out to be), we depart for Venice.  Along the way we pass many huge villas, rural areas and small 

towns before arriving at the mainland Port of Venice where we take a small water taxi to 

Venice.  

 

What amazing sights once we arrive!  The city is insanely crowded both in terms of the people 

and the buildings.  We move from our boat towards St. Marco’s Square, the main square of the 

city.  Though a huge space it is crowded: tourists, souvenir shops and the famous St. Marco 

pigeons are everywhere.  Overhead the sun begins to unleash its heat upon the group.  It is 

apparent that a great deal of money will be spent on water throughout this trip.  Our first 

Venetian destination is a glass-blowing demonstration.  Venice is famous for its glass and 

watching the artistic skills of a glass artisan is pretty impressive.  After watching a man stand 

beside a hot oven manipulating glass into a beautiful glass without a single drop of sweat we 

are left in disbelief since we were completely drenched.  The group also visits the glass shop’s 

factory store where everything from small €10 glasses to massive €100,000 chandeliers is for 

sale.  Following this visit we go on a walking tour around Venice with a local guide.  This is our 

first of many Italian walking tours and the consensus was that it was not very good.  For one, 

the guide moves quickly through the crowded streets leaving many behind.  Though we were all 

equipped with radio headsets connected to the guide’s microphone, her walking speed left 

most of us outside of range. So instead of listening to her guidance we are simply left trying to 

keep up.  That said the views within the city are breathtaking.  Around almost every corner lies 

amazing architecture, bridges over canals and gondoliers guiding tourists through quiet corners 

of the town.   After lunch, (the most amazing lasagna I’ve ever eaten) the group splits up for 

gondola rides of our own. 

 

I ride with Heidi Lindsay, Samantha TenHoeve, Lisa Marszowski and Dayna Pelletier.  The tour 

includes several emotions: wonder and amazement at the views: (small canals, crowds of 

tourists, boats and buildings along the Grand Canal, the Rialto Bridge), fear (when our gondolier 

jokingly tries to overturn our boat multiple times…apparently my face was mere inches from 

the canal’s water) and surprise (the canals smell far worse than can be described at some 

points).  The gondola ride remains one of the highlights of the trip.  Venice from the canals is a 

journey for the senses unlike any other. 

 

After the gondola ride our smaller group explores a Versace store.  This put me completely 

outside of my element but some of the girls in our group consider themselves fashion 

aficionados so they enjoy themselves.  I am joined my Nick Mocarski and Kyle O’Brien so at 

least I am not alone in my feelings about high fashion.  After the canal rides, our group splits up 

for a few hours of free time to explore.  Our group, (consisting of my fellow gondola riders plus 
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Nick and Kyle) decide to head towards the Doges Palace, a beautiful gothic building built in the 

14
th

 century to contain political prisoners.  Within the compound art, architecture, history and 

culture dominate.  Unfortunately, picture-taking is not allowed, (though some of the kids sneak 

several while trying to stay one step ahead of trailing security guards).  We meet up with 

everyone in our tour group around 5:30pm for a water taxi back to mainland.  This is 

immediately before our second emergency.  Julian Mocarski left his backpack inside a museum 

which was now closed.  His backpack contains his identification so we could not leave without 

it.  Luckily, Fabrizio is able to get the backpack and all was good.  One our walk back to the ferry 

we notice literally hundreds of people, (mostly central Africans) lining the sidewalks selling 

imitation designer bags and sunglasses.  They are everywhere!  Though their initial prices are 

high they could often be talked down to a fraction of the original price.  These rogue vendors, 

(who performed illegally) are a sight throughout Italy’s cities day and night.  Many of the kids 

came back with fake Prada, Gucci and D&G bags.  Once back in Padova the group eats supper 

and relaxes.  Everyone is in great spirits!  We are to head off to Florence the next day. 

 

~Day 4: Friday July 4, 2008~ 

 

The group is up early once again and on the bus after breakfast.  Today we will be traveling 

through the scenic Dolomite Mountains.  The highway passes through several rolling hills and 

farmland, over massive bridges and through curving tunnels.  The Canadian group wishes our 

American counterparts a happy Fourth of July since it is Independence Day today.  We arrived 

in Florence in the early afternoon and immediately head towards the Basilica of Santa Maria.  

Upon seeing the building, (the fourth-largest church in the world), with its massive dome, 

beautiful colorings and amazing architecture some get tears in their eyes.  It is a building that 

must be seen to be appreciated.  Also during this time it rains for a total of four minutes.  This 

would be the only time we had any rain during our tour.  This is a remarkable (and appreciated) 

change from the weather we are used to since I imagine it has been perpetually raining at 

home.   

 

During lunch, (which was attended by some of the group but not all) a waiter uncomfortable 

eyes up Heidi and Josse Michel.  He would stand from a distance and literally stare at them 

before moving closer.  This is eventually broken up by quickly leaving the restaurant with Pat 

and me providing cover from the sketchy waiter.   

In the afternoon we are treated to our second walking tour.  This time the guide is instructed to 

slow down so the group could hear and see.    We travel through historic Florence, inside the 

Basilica of Santa Maria, (the frescoes and Gothic/Renaissance art was impressive), past the 

“Gates of Paradise”, through the Piazza Uffizi , over the Ponte Vecchio and along crowded 

downtown streets.  The walking tour ends at a leather factory where, after a short 

demonstration, the group tours another factory shop looking for the perfect gift.   After this, 

the group splits up for additional free time.  I choose to stick with Heidi because her history 

background gives her the ability to explain almost every building, statue and monument we see.  

With us are Pat Levesque, Arnold Shebagabow, Sam TenHoeve, Lisa Marszowski and Stephanie 

Del Bianco.   
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Our first stop is the Basilica of Santa Croce, the final resting place of Michelangelo, Donatello 

and Galileo.  Unfortunately, it is closing as we arrive so we never are able to tour inside.  

Instead we walk around the city.  Everywhere in the tourist areas are street vendors.  We met 

one who is selling sketches of city sights.  Heidi approaches to ask how much and is told €20 

which she believes is too much.  The vendor counters with a €15 offer but Heidi still thinks this 

is too much.  He then offers €10 but by this time we are walking away.  He decides to follow us 

trying to get Heidi to take his offer.  At this point, Pat Levesque steps between Heidi and the 

vendor to tell him to stop following us.  The vendor gets in Pat’s face and tells him off.  It is 

actually pretty funny but could have been disastrous.  We continue our own exploration before 

meeting with everyone at 5:30pm for supper in a small trattoria.   

 

At this restaurant all of the chaperones were seated together and Eric, Heidi and I are finally 

able to have our first good conversation with Sam and Sarah Knopik, the husband-and-wife 

leaders from the American contingent.  Supper, (pasta, roast turkey, potatoes and gelato) is 

excellent.  After supper we get back on the bus and head to our hotel, the Hotel Concorde, 

which is in a less-than-desirable part of the city, surrounded by some slums and prostitutes, but 

it makes for good conversation.  The rooms remain small but are comfortable aside from the 

fact that the air conditioning does not work which amounts to torture for some.  The students 

spend some time preparing for a “Disco Night” which is held at a Florence club.  Sam, Sarah, 

Eric and I chaperoned.  The club is huge and insanely congested.  The kids have a blast but 

chaperoning students in a crowded club is not fun when one thinks about all of the things that 

can go wrong.  By 1:00am we are back in the hotel and in bed by 2:00am. 

 

~Day 5: Saturday July 5, 2008~ 

 

We are up early again today and have a quick breakfast in the hotel.  Breakfast is actually one of 

the best of the trip.  Following this, the American group heads on a side trip to the Siena region.  

Chris Kemshall joins the American group as he and one of the American girls had spent the 

whole time at the disco dancing together.  The Canadians prepare to take Florence public 

transit into the city for a second day of exploring there.  This is actually simpler than we could 

wish for and we are there quickly.  It is decided that we would walk to the Boboli Gardens as 

some had gone there yesterday and said it was well worth it.  Already in the morning the sun is 

hot so we stop at a fruit stand along the way and enjoy some delicious watermelon, grapes, 

cherries, and of course, water.  The Boboli Gardens is on a hill above Florence and contains 

sculptures and gardens that overlook the city.  It all belonged to the Medici Family, who ruled 

the area in the 16
th

 century.  The views from the gardens are impressive and many take 

excellent pictures of the Basilica of Santa Maria and Florence from our higher vantage point.   

 

Following this tour our group divides up for several hours’ worth of free time after arranging a 

meeting point and time.  My group consists of Heidi, Pat Levesque, Kyle O’Brien, Katie 

Boulanger, Carol-Ann McKay and Lisa Marszowksi.  Our first stop is a small pizzeria where we 

enjoy the greatest calzone on Earth.  Following this we head into a purse store so the girls could 
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do some shopping.  This store has a couch for men to wait on while the ladies shop and time is 

spent jokingly arguing with Carol-Ann that men had rights to the couch before women.  This 

argument leads to fits of laughter that are fueled by exhaustion catching up with us.  A couple 

from Peterborough, Ontario notice that we were Canadians and this leads to another 

conversation about “eh”, which is followed by uncontrollable laughter from our small group.  I 

think you had to have been there to understand but we were literally crying from the laughing. 

 

After the purse store we head to the world-famous Uffizi Gallery of Fine Art.  We have a wait of 

about 45 minutes before entering the gallery.  Once inside there is a security checkpoint which 

Pat sets off but this situation is effectively brought under control when he gives each of the 

security guards a Canadian flag lapel pin, which they absolutely appreciate.  The gallery itself is 

amazing.  Highlights include an unfinished work by Leonardo da Vinci as well as Botocelli’s 

“Spring” and “Birth of Venus”, two of the most beautiful paintings I have ever seen.  Our visit in 

the museum lasts a few hours, which is followed by a gelato break and some shopping.  We 

meet up with everyone at the Basilica just before 7pm.  Despite having spent almost six hours 

exploring Florence independently, (well, in small groups of at least four) everyone makes it to 

the meeting point on time, which fills the chaperones with pride.  Everyone shares what they 

did during the day: Glenn Checkley and Dayna Pelletier got tattoos, others rented Segways and 

all did a fair amount of shopping and sightseeing.  The American group joined us shortly 

thereafter, having returned from Siena, (which they described as absolutely beautiful, too).  We 

all head to dinner and are back at the hotel around 8:45pm.  We give the kids an opportunity to 

hang out before bed.  Heidi and I take some kids for a walk to try and find a convenience store, 

(Tabacchi).  Along the way we find some of Florence’s darker and bizarre side: A “Sexy Shoppe”, 

several prostitutes and a porno-DVD vending machine at a gas station.  That last one was 

hilarious.  Everyone is in bed by 11pm.  Tomorrow the group is off to Rome and Assisi. 

 

~Day 6: Sunday July 6, 2008~ 

 

After another early rise and quick breakfast the group boards the bus to leave Florence.  By 

8:30am we are on the highway heading towards Assisi.  Along the way we make a quick stop at 

a ceramics factory that also contains a huge souvenir emporium.  Another three hours of 

driving through the same beautiful rolling countryside follows before we arrive in Assisi.  Once 

there the bus navigates a road up a very tall plateau to the historic part of the town which is 

home to the Basilica of St. Francis.  After a short introduction our group breaks up for lunch.  

After almost a week of traveling together some of the group members are getting on other’s 

nerves so to avoid them, our small group, (the same group as usual), runs down back alleys and 

in the shadows to get away for awhile.  Hiding in a quiet gelatoria proves to be the most 

effective way to do this.  By 3:00pm everyone is back on the bus for Rome. 

 

We arrive in Rome around 6pm.  Along the drive we have a short rest stop where I am able to 

get to know Fabrizio a little better after a long chat.  Our first Roman stop is our hotel: the 

“Hotel de la Pergola”.  We are greeted by a very friendly receptionist and directed to our 

rooms.  The hotel rooms are again small but the bathroom has a full-sized tub which is a nice 
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departure from the cramped showers we have experienced before.  Also, the room I share with 

Eric has a massive balcony overlooking the hotel’s garden courtyard.  Supper is next at a 

restaurant across the street from the hotel.  After curfew the kids are a little loud, which raises 

the ire of hotel management.  Now, it needs to be said that there are several other travel 

groups staying here and they have probably already tried the patience of the hoteliers but 

some participants in our group definitely add to the problem.  Chaperones are out of bed in the 

halls chastising kids and getting some back into their rooms and all is quiet afterwards.  And 

thus, the day is concluded. 

 

~Day 7: Monday July 7, 2008~ 

 

Today starts with another early rise and quick breakfast before we depart for the centre of 

Rome.  Our hotel is in the northern part of the city and with traffic it takes over an hour to get 

to our destination.  Traffic in major Italian cities is something completely different than traffic in 

North American cities.  For one, if a driver does not act to take up any space on the road, other 

cars or pedestrians will appear out of nowhere to occupy that space.  Also, signaling is 

apparently unheard of and tailgating is a requirement.  Adding to all of this are the thousands 

of motorcycles and scooters that approach from all directions cutting in and out of traffic.  Oh, 

and there was also the flock of goats, numbering well over one hundred, that took up the 

sidewalk during this traffic.  I wish I were kidding.  How Romans learn to drive in this mass of 

chaos is beyond me.  Our bus driver, Angelo, is one talented fellow and he did not even raise an 

eyebrow as he navigates us to spot only steps from the Colosseum.  This is our first stop in 

Rome and the group lines up to get in.  Around the Colosseum are the expected crowds of 

tourists and vendors.  The Colosseum is also undergoing some construction so parts of history 

are blocked out by modern equipment but I guess it’s all in the effort to preserve the place.  It is 

here that we are introduced to our local guide for the day. 

 

Once in the Colosseum the group navigates archways and walls to a stairwell that comes out 

overlooking the actual arena, (which many thought is smaller than expected though after 

reviewing photographs I think it’s actually bigger than we thought).  The remains prove to be 

amazing: the complexity of the passageways beneath the floor, the architecture of the stands 

and the immense scale of the place was truly remarkable.  After the Colosseum we are whisked 

off to the Roman Forum. 

 

The Roman Forum, the historic seat of commerce and justice in ancient Rome, is another place 

that has to be seen in person to be appreciated.  Ancient columns and arches rise up above the 

ground and knowing that we stand in the same spot as many great ancient leaders is also pretty 

amazing.  The Forum is dominated by the Temple of Saturn and the Arch of Septimius Severus, 

which leads to Capitoline Hill and the ancient Roman Senate.  Knowing that many of these 

structures were build in AD 200 or earlier strikes a chord among some of the participants 

especially given that the town we are from was founded only in the 1930s.  The history of the 

place is something else.  Latin inscriptions, statues and sculptures surround us on all sides.  

Once on Capitoline Hill a monument to Marcus Aurelius stands before the group.  We then walk 
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down the street to catch our bus to the Vatican City.  Despite having seen so much already our 

day is really just beginning. 

 

By the time we are off the bus and walking to the Vatican City gates the temperature have once 

again become really hot.  Each day the sun would be up before we even left our hotel and by 

mid-afternoon the temperature hovers close to 40®C, not including humidity so sun block and 

water are always a must.  

 

We are given our tickets to the Vatican City and its museums, (an €18 cost!) but first head 

towards the cafeteria for lunch.  This is probably the worst lunch of the trip, not for the food 

quality, (which was decent) but because of the crowds.  We stand in line for nearly an hour for 

a few slices of pizza, though we also find some ice-cold Pepsi, which hits the spot.  In the 

Vatican Museums there are two things that are absolutely noteworthy: the museum collection 

is breathtaking and the museum visitors are treating like cattle.  The museum consists of 

several rooms along a rather narrow corridor such as the Egyptian Room, the Map Room and 

the Tapestry Room.  Each corridor is filled shoulder-to-shoulder with people slowly moving 

down to the next room.  And, like virtually everything else in Italy during summer it is very, very 

hot.  Eventually, though, after passing through more corridors and down some stairs the 

museum opens up into the Sistine Chapel where Michelangelo’s “Last Judgment”   covers an 

entire wall and the famous ceiling with the central “Creation of Adam” and iconic biblical 

paintings lie above our heads.  The room is full but it was more spacious than the previous 

corridors so people are able to move more freely.  Almost every thirty seconds a security guard 

would try to “shush” the murmuring crowd as the chapel is supposed to be a solemn place of 

worship.  In addition, there is a strict ‘no pictures’ rule.  I cannot resist and capture a few blurry 

shots of the amazing ceiling.   

 

Once out of the Sistine Chapel we continue on into The Basilica of St. Peter, the main church of 

the Vatican and the largest church in the world.  Once inside the sheer scale of the place is 

astounding.  From the back of the church to the pulpit seems like miles away.  High above our 

heads is a gilded ceiling that we are told is twenty stories above us in some places.  Works of art 

are everywhere and even though the place is full the immense space is still roomy.  Above the 

altar, rays of sunshine drop in from the Basilica’s dome high above, giving the place a spiritual 

glow.  Off to one side is Michelangelo’s Pieta, a statue of the Virgin Mary cradling a limp figure 

of Christ.  Our group moves slowly through the building in awe at the beauty of the place. 

 

Outside of the Basilica is St. Peter’s Square, a massive space that is often crowded when the 

Pope holds mass.  Today it is only partially filled with tourists.  The symmetry of the square with 

a concave line of columns on each side is fascinating.  We also see the Papal Apartments above 

the square.  Following some picture-taking we spend some time buying souvenirs before going 

to supper at a rather elegant restaurant just down the street back in Rome.  Though the menu 

sounds weird at first it is one of my favorites: pasta with a salmon sauce, fillet of fish, 

vegetables and a sorbet for dessert.  Afterwards we are back on the bus for about an hour to 
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the hotel where the kids are able to relax for a few hours.  Given the noise last night I have to 

play ‘bad cop’ on the bus and remind the students to be respectful.   

 

Once back at the hotel many, (included Heidi, Eric and I) opt to check out the McDonalds beside 

the hotel.  It is absolutely true that foreign McDonalds taste exactly the same though the little 

things: the availability of curly fries and the lack of ketchup – were of note.  Once back at the 

hotel to settle down I make some phone calls to Megan and my parents before going to bed 

around midnight. 

 

~Day 8: Tuesday July 8, 2008~ 

 

I should make mention of the fact that each morning when I wake up I feel guilty.  I look over at 

Eric, who is my roommate for this trip and see the fatigue in his face.  I am a terrible snorer and 

I know he has been suffering from lack of sleep.  Today is another early rise and after breakfast 

we return to downtown Rome for a free day.  Before setting off in our small groups, Fabrizio 

shows us the restaurant where we will all meet at for supper this evening.  We then break up 

into our usual pods, with Eric taking a small group to the Rome Zoo.  Others want to shop while 

Heidi, some of the kids and I want to continue sightseeing.  Our first stop is just down the street 

at the Trevi Fountain.  This early in the day the place is pretty quiet.  The fountain is fed by 

Roman aquaducts and it is huge.  Within it lie sculptures of Pan riding Pegasus and other 

equally cool figures.  To follow tradition, we throw some coins into the fountain as those who 

do are always believed to one day return to Rome.  After the fountain we manage to find the 

Spanish Steps, which is basically a random stairway given by Spain to Italy.  Though not totally 

impressive we do explore the John Keats museum next door, which is cool if you are into 

English Literature, which I am…so I enjoy it. 

 

By this time the temperature gains its usual strength so our group, (which consists of the same 

students as per usual) has our first gelato break.  At this time, Kyle O’Brien gets a haircut in the 

fanciest barbershop in Rome, (€60) that seems to cater to politicians and the Mafia.  Pat 

Levesque goes in to the same shop for a straight razor shave.  Our group then has a nice lunch 

in a pizzeria down the street from the barbershop.  For only €8 we each enjoy a huge pizza 

while Nick Mocarski has “the best salmon ever”.  After lunch we find the Pantheon. 

 

The Pantheon is old, even by Rome standards.  It stands in the middle of modern buildings and 

looks somewhat out-of-place.  Around it the crowds start to build and already the Rogue Purse 

Sellers are out in full force.  We make our way inside to the rounded building with its massive 

dome over our heads.  In the centre of the dome is an oculus, a hole that lets light into the 

room given a beautiful natural light to the building.  We take some pictures and leave, making 

our way further west of downtown to Piazza Navona.  Around this square are many Italian 

Parliament buildings and the square is filled with protestors.  Vans of riot police keep arriving 

and we see many polizia with machine guns surrounding buildings.  There is a strange tension in 

the area so we keep moving on, not sure what is happening…and we never did find out, either.  
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We quickly find the Tiber River and cross at the Bridge of Angels towards the Castle of St. 

Angelo, which we decide would be our next destination. 

 

Yesterday we were told the castle was basically a weapons museum so we thought we would 

check it out.  Admission is €5 and once inside we think the place is pretty boring since we could 

not find any exhibitions.  The history of the castle is pretty interesting, though.  Apparently 

there is a tunnel linking it to the Vatican, which provided the Pope a secret escape route in the 

past.  We continue to move through the castle until we come to the top, where we are awarded 

with amazing views of Rome from high up.  We look down on the Vatican City, across the city to 

where we had come from and over to the mountains that surround Rome.  The panoramic view 

is well worth the small cost.  However, we realize we need to leave shortly thereafter to make 

our 6:00pm meeting time.  We quickly leave and return to the alleys, streets and squares of 

downtown Rome.  Heidi leads the group’s navigation and we quickly realize we are lost.  Now, 

we are not seriously lost because we have a general idea of where we are, but after realizing 

we walked in a huge circle instead of towards our meeting point, some become frustrated – but 

we push on.  Eventually we find familiar sights and in short time we are at the meeting point – 

well ahead of other groups.  By 6:00pm everyone is together – nobody had become lost in the 

great city of Rome.   

 

Supper tonight is at a small, touristy joint called That’s Amore.  The only significant part of this 

meal is the €4 can of warm Coke.  What a rip-off!  During supper, two of the American kids – 

Molly and Ryan – flaunt their purchases to the group.  Let me provide some background 

information on the American group in addition to Molly and Ryan.  The Americans, from Kansas 

City, are from an elite private school and therefore have some differences from our Canadian 

kids.  Most of the students are very nice but Molly and Ryan stand out.  They are quickly 

nicknamed “Gucci and Prada” because of their constant designer purchases.  Throughout the 

trip, instead of seeing the sights, they only stare into their cell phones, text-messaging their 

friends back home.  These two act snobbishly towards their schoolmates and our students.  To 

put a long story short, their attitude got on the nerves of most, including the chaperones.  After 

dinner we head back at the hotel where we hang out on balconies until it is time for bed.  

Tomorrow we would be leaving Rome. 

 

~Day 9: Wednesday July 9, 2008~ 

 

Once again we are up early before having breakfast and boarding the bus for our trip to 

Pompeii and Sorrento.  We drive through rolling hills and farmland, passing small towns and 

ancient churches.  Fabrizio describes how this area had been targeted by American – and then 

German – bombing raids during the Second World War.  The history is interesting but before 

long exhaustion catches up with me and I fall asleep.  I awake as we pull into a rest stop where I 

find ready-to-serve mochacinnos, which taste so good I purchase two and influence the 

purchases of many students who also follow suit.  Around 11am we finally arrive in Pompeii. 
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At the base of the ancient city of Pompeii sits the usual tourist traps: vendors selling cheap 

souvenirs and craft shops selling the expensive ones.  Luckily, the area is relatively quiet so we 

are able to move around relatively freely.  Most get a kick out of the graphic sexuality in many 

of the souvenirs.  Winged penis sculptures and erotic calendars dominate many vendors’ tables.  

All of this is in honor of the Greek God Eros – the God of Love.  We tour a shop that carves 

shells and stone into fancy jewelry.  We also have lunch here and the Canadian kids are happy 

to find that Eric pays for everyone’s lunch with some extra funds he has.  Following lunch, we 

are then introduced to our Pompeii tour guide: a no-nonsense Brit who speaks with tenacity 

and whose mouth froths with the enthusiasm of his words.  He lead us into Pompeii, which sits 

at the foot of Mount Vesuvius, the volcano that erupted in 79AD instantly burying and 

destroying the entire city. 

 

Though the city stretches for hundreds of acres we only have time to explore a small portion.  

The ruins are amazing, with walls, pillars and monuments everywhere.  The entire city has been 

unearthed from the ash and lava stone over the past several hundred years.  Our group 

explores the buildings and imagines what the city must have looked like in its prime.  Once 

again, the temperature soars and many seek shade, which is rare because the walls are often 

low and most buildings lack roofs due to the damage of the eruption.  The sights of the ruined 

city are amazing and we enjoy walking around exploring.  We also note many stray dogs lying in 

the sun, which is a bit creepy.  In some cases these dogs are inside buildings lying so motionless 

many think they were dead.  After a few hours’ time we return to the bus for our continuation 

to Sorrento. 

 

Our drive takes us through the outskirts of Naples, which appears run-down and ugly.  Half-built 

apartment buildings are surrounded by piles of garbage and residential neighborhoods are 

bordered by oil refineries and industries.  We are told this was the poorest part of the city.  

After Naples, which lies along the Mediterranean coast at sea level, the road quickly climbs 

along the Bay of Naples until we are hundreds of feet above the water, with sheer cliffs 

between the highway and the water.  Below us, beach resorts packed with tourists line the 

shore.  The view across the bay to Naples and Mount Vesuvius is breathtaking.  We continue 

along this windy, dangerous road until we are just above Sorrento, where we stop to take some 

pictures of the beautiful resort town below us.  Following this we make our way to the Hotel 

Panorama Palace where Eric and I enjoy a fifth-floor room overlooking the harbor.  Once 

checked in most of the group prepares to head to the Mediterranean for a swim.  This involves 

walking down a switchback path to the ocean as the town mostly sits on the cliffs above the 

beach.  Once at the water’s edge we notice that the beach is divided: what appears to be a 

closed-off private beach is on one side while what we assume is a public beach is in front of us.  

We opt for the public beach which is definitely dirty.  Upon entering the water, Pat Levesque 

steps on a thin piece of wood he thinks is a needle, which frightens everyone.  We eventually 

got in the water where the salt burns ferociously at our eyes and we must move through 

floating garbage to get out into a small swimming lagoon.  I have never been in salt water 

before.  We play in the waves, riding them as they break on shore and we enjoy a break from 

the heat.  Sadie Gross loses a sandal to the waves and we swim around trying to find it.  Shortly 
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thereafter as I sit cross-legged in a shallow spot, a wave creeps up behind me and hits me with 

enough force that my eyeglasses are knocked off, falling victim to the hungry Sea.  The kids and 

I frantically search for the glasses but due to a powerful riptide I call off the search knowing I 

had spare glasses, (thanks to Megan reminding me to bring them) back at the hotel room.  We 

leave the beach soon after and on the way back up the switchback path I literally walk into a 

cactus.  Now, without my glasses I can see rather fine – I just cannot make out the finer details 

of things…so a cactus looked like a leafy plant.  I learn my lesson about assumptions regarding 

plants after this.   

 

Once back in the hotel room I realize I am missing my MasterCard.  Frantic phone calls to 

Megan and searching of suitcases turns up nothing so the card is cancelled.  I have a spare and 

a debit card so I am not worried.  I assume the card has been stolen from me but later decide I 

had likely left it on the counter of a shop.  Thus, the only bad things to happen to me during the 

trip all happen in the span of an hour.  When it rains, it pours. 

 

Supper follows in the hotel and consists of pasta, roasted potatoes and whole fish, (skin on, 

though head off), which tastes really good.  Following supper many spend a few hours outside 

enjoying the sea breeze and the views, joking about the sex souvenirs we have seen, the events 

of the day and the fact that our trip was soon coming to an end.  Our conversation moves from 

the front of the hotel to a rooftop patio we find after some young Italian men begin to creep 

out the girls.  On the rooftop patio we continue laughing and joking until we are tired enough to 

head for bed. 

 

~Day 10: Thursday July 10, 2008~ 

 

This morning we are up exceptionally early at 5:30am.  Breakfast in Sorrento is lacking, 

consisting largely of just buns and jam.  There are some late risers today and Kyle O’Brien 

misses loading his luggage on a van to transfer to our bus, (which is parked away from the 

hotel) so he has to bring it with him.  On our way out of Sorrento we navigate the narrow 

streets and tight turns on our bus.  Angelo continues to do a marvelous job.  As we head under 

a narrow bridge I comment to Heidi that we probably will not make it.  The sound of metal 

grinding against concrete echoes the inside of the bus.  We stop, fearing we may be stuck, while 

Fabrizio and Angelo exit to survey the damage.  Luckily, we are not stuck but the vent on the 

bus roof is damaged.  Heidi and I decipher Angelo commenting that the company never 

inspects the top of the bus anyway, and in short time the bus backs up, turns around and make 

its way out of Sorrento.  Despite his first blemish, we still love Angelo.  On our way out he is cut 

off by two drivers and has to honk to avoid them.  I guess when it rains it pours in Angelo’s life, 

too.  Eventually our bus finds the port of Sorrento where we walk to a ferry that will take us 

across the Bay of Naples to the Isle of Capri. 

 

In the ferry, I try to sleep for the 35 minute crossing but the stale air and motion do not bode 

well so I get up and move outside to the observation deck.  As we pull into Capri the massive 

limestone cliffs, mansions and mega yachts clearly show that this is a retreat for the wealthy.  
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Once on shore and off the ferry we meet our local guide who immediately brings us to a smaller 

boat for a tour around the Isle of Capri.  This boat seats just our group and is open on all sides 

allowing for unobstructed views of the scenery.  As we make our way out of the marina I take 

many pictures of the beautiful white buildings, the towering cliffs and the beautiful colors of 

boats before us.    The tour takes us along the shore where we look up at the arches and caves 

cut into the limestone.  Along the way we spot many huge villas perched atop cliffs.  We look at 

the beautiful blue water; find orange corral and blue grotto.  One our way back we pass under 

the arch of the famous Faraglione Rocks, an enduring symbol of Capri. 

 

Once back on the island we take the funicular, a cable tram, up to Anacapri, an exclusive village 

halfway up the island’s mountain.  Here we tour luxury shops, five-star hotels and perfume 

factories.  In addition, panoramic views of the town below, the Faraglione Rocks and the 

Mediterranean Sea are everywhere.  The group eats lunch at a small trattoria where I enjoy 

swordfish and potatoes which are quite good.  We find out later that “Prada and Gucci” spend 

€400 on their lunch, which includes an expensive bottle of champagne.  Our lunch was €13 if 

you were wondering. 

 

Following lunch we spend a few hours exploring the island on our own.  We visit some souvenir 

shops and I buy some Italian wine knowing that I will not have to carry it far.  We meet in mid-

afternoon for the ferry across the bay to Naples, a trip taking a little more than an hour.  On the 

ferry it becomes obvious that the expensive bottle of champagne enjoyed by “Prada and Gucci” 

has taken its toll and they re rather loopy.  Some stern words from Chaperone Sam brings the 

rich kids back in line.  The ferry offers amazing views of Capri, Sorrento, the cliffs and eventually 

Naples.  We arrive at the busy industrial port and are back on the bus by 4:00pm.  We are to 

drive north towards Rome for our last night in Italy.  We stop along the way for supper which is 

probably the worst of the whole trip.  It is in a sketchy roadside dinner off the main highway 

and clearly caters to travel groups.  We sit in a porch lacking air conditioning and eat off plastic 

plates.   The meal consists of what amounts to mystery meat but most eat and really, it is not 

that bad.  By 7:00pm we are back on the bus continuing on to Rome.  On the way Fabrizio leads 

a quiz game for the participants about everything we have experienced.  The game quickly 

lapses into an American vs. Canadian affair with the competitive edge of some clearly standing 

out.   

 

After 8:00pm we realize Fabrizio and Angelo do not know how to get to our hotel.  Apparently 

our regular hotel could not accommodate us for some reason so we are forced to stay at a 

hotel the tour company has never used before so we crisscross the countryside trying to find 

our way.  Around 9:00pm we finally pull in where we say goodbye to Angelo and thank him for 

his excellent driving.  Tomorrow we will have a different bus to take us to the airport.  In the 

hotel, many spend time repacking suitcases for the flights home and most spend time saying 

their goodbyes to Italy before a relatively early bedtime. 
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~Day 11: Friday July 11, 2008~ 

 

We are up at 6:15am though Eric has already risen, inevitably due to my snoring.  We collect 

our luggage together in the hotel lobby and pick up our breakfast, which includes prepackaged 

garbage and a juice box.  We leave by 7:30am on a bus with a new driver towards the Rome 

airport.  Our trip takes us through heavily wooded parts of Italy where we see lumberjacks and 

logging trucks that remind us of home.  We start saying goodbye to the Kansas contingent as 

they will take a separate flight home to the United States. 

 

Around 9:00am we arrive at Rome’s Fiumicino Airport where we check in to our flights without 

any problems and clear security, (again with no problems), before touring the airport to kill off 

our last few hours in Italy.  At 11:30am we meet at our gate where Josh Taylor spots Colin 

Mochrie from Whose Line Is It, Anyway?  He is nice enough to allow photographs while he waits 

for the same flight as us.  Our flight is slightly delayed so we continue our wait.  At 1:25pm we 

are airborne, some 45 minutes later than we are supposed to leave because of congestion at 

the airport.  My seat is at the front of the cabin away from the group and our plane lacks the 

cool in-fight entertainment system as the Ottawa to Frankfurt leg.  The flight is smooth though 

and I watch movies on a large screen, listen to music and visit the rest of the group throughout 

the ten hour trip.  The food and service is excellent: a delicious supper of chicken with tierra 

massu for dessert and fancy ice cream with pastries for snacks later on.  About an hour prior to 

landing we are given customs forms to declare our purchases.  This raises the worry of many 

students who are packing cigars and wine so a quick lesson in “how to smuggle cigars and wine” 

follows.  We land around 5:00pm Toronto time and find our luggage without any issues.  

Clearing customs is quick and problem-free, too.  The group bids farewell to Chris Kemshall who 

is spending the summer in Toronto and Barrie.  The rest of the group moves through the 

airport.  We then see a flight information board where we quickly realize our connecting flight 

to Thunder Bay is cancelled. 

 

Most in the group do not panic though a few are clearly stressed and upset.  Eric finds Air 

Canada Customer Service and does a good job of sorting out our problem with EF Tours and Air 

Canada.  After a little more than an hour we realize we will be staying in Toronto for at least the 

night.  Problems with equipment in Thunder Bay mean that flights cannot land in low visibility 

and the weather in Thunder Bay is not good.  In addition, the cancelled flights mean that 

bookings for the next two days are already full.  We are promised to be accommodated as best 

as possible though we would need to be patient.  In the meantime we collect our luggage from 

the ‘cancelled flight carousel’ and make phone calls home.  We head to the Quality Inn & Suites 

Airport to rest in the early evening.  After additional phone calls we find that we will have to 

split our group up.  Heidi will be leaving tomorrow with six kids will everyone else will leave the 

following day.  We all accept the situation and relax in the hotel. 
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~Day 12: Saturday July 12, 2008~ 

 

Most in the group wake up very early according to Toronto time due to jet lag.  We have 

breakfast in the hotel and the first contingent – Heidi, Pat Levesque, Lisa Marszowski, Dayna 

Pelletier, Coryn Belzile and Samantha TenHoeve – leave for airport very early as their flight is 

not until 3:45pm.  The rest of the group relaxes in the hotel.  Heidi calls to tell us that there are 

some seats available on her flight so Kyle O’Brien and Livia Rismondo race to the airport.  We 

then find out that more people can be sent to Thunder Bay on an evening flight that will go to 

Winnipeg first.  Katie Boulanger, Glenn Checkley, Sadie Gross, Stephanie DelBianco, Arnold 

Shebagabow, Josh Taylor, Nathan Towegishig and I are scheduled for this flight.  This leaves 

Josse Michel, Carol-Ann McKay, Nick Mocarski, Julian Mocarski and Eric to catch a flight early 

the following day.  We head to the airport shortly thereafter, almost a full six hours prior to our 

departure.  This proves to be a good decision because we find out that our names are messed 

up in Air Canada’s computers.  It takes some time to sort this problem out and we are then 

issued our boarding passes.  We head into the airport and find the first group of students and 

Heidi.  We chat with them before they board only to find their flight is delayed to Thunder Bay.  

They eventually leave and a few hours later I discover that Air Canada is not sure whether or 

not they landed in Thunder Bay or diverted somewhere else.  Pessimism fills most of my group, 

save for Josh Taylor, who is sure we will make it to Thunder Bay this evening. 

 

Finally, just before 7:00pm we take off for Winnipeg on an uneventful flight.  In Winnipeg the 

weather is rainy and we realize our flight to Thunder Bay, which is to arrive a few hours later, is 

delayed.  As hearts sink we are reassured by a gate agent that Thunder Bay is running smoothly 

and our plane was simply late leaving wherever it is coming from.  We spend the time in 

Winnipeg lying across seats, sipping coffee and going through security multiple times.  Finally 

we board our flight at 10:30pm to hear the pilot explain that the flight will be rough and bumpy 

most of the way.  Luckily everything is relatively smooth until landing, which was a bit hard.  We 

exit the plane in Thunder Bay at almost 1:30am to find Megan and Nicole Gross waiting for us.  

We are (almost) home! 

 

At the luggage carousel it is quickly apparent that Katie Boulanger’s luggage is missing.  We are 

told that her luggage was mistakenly tagged to only Winnipeg and that it will be couriered to 

her home in Longlac.  Our small group then heads to hotel rooms for a short sleep.  At this point 

we are uncertain if the first group made it home though we discover later that their flight was 

uneventful.   
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~Day 13: Sunday July 13, 2008~ 

 

We spend the night crammed in two hotel rooms in two separate hotels.  We are up at 8:00am 

and on the road home by 9:00am after a quick McDonalds breakfast.  Luggage and passengers 

are divided between Nicole Gross’ truck and our car.  The drive home is drizzly and cool and I 

long for Italy’s hot and sunny weather.  We pull into Dan’s General Store at 11:45am where we 

meet Katie Boulanger’s dad, who will ferry Katie and Arnold Shebagabow home.  We wait for 

Nicole Gross, the luggage and some kids before Megan and I drive Nathan into town to his 

house.  We return to Dan’s General Store and Nicole pulls in shortly thereafter.  By 1:00pm I am 

back at home.  I find out soon after that Eric made it back safely with the remaining kids.  Thus, 

our adventure has come to an end, two days later than anticipated.  I spend time talking about 

the trip with Megan, unpacking and showing off the gifts and souvenirs I have purchased.  In my 

mind I dream about returning to Italy and finding my lost glasses that are lying somewhere on a 

beach along the Mediterranean Sea.  

 

 

-Stephen Wilson 

July 2008 


