Travel
UP THE PO
It is perfectly possible to visit some of northern Italy’s most interesting cities without
recourse to train or car. By courtesy of the river Po, of course. Not many people know that.
Any trip that begins with Venice unfailingly gets off to a good start and there can be few
more favoured bases from which to explore La Serenissima than a vessel tied up on the
quayside of the Sette Martiri, just two vaporetto stops or a short walk from San Marco. This
is where I joined the good ship Venezia for a week’s river cruise.
From her upper deck the vista down the Grand Canal begs to be photographed. To
starboard there is never a dull marine moment without a vaporetto, car ferry, traghetto,
cruise liner, private launch, tug, freighter, taxi or gondola enlivening the scene. To port there
is a steady passeggiata with more Italians than tourists strolling out to the nearby public
gardens.
Two nights here with guides laid on for those who need them and are prepared to queue
for the campanili and the duomo. Those of us who knew Venice well seized the opportunity
to renew old loves and seek out new ones—never a problem. We knew we would be ripped
off as we sat at Caffe Florian in the Piazza San Marco but considered the £7.00 well spent as
we sipped our first bellini installed in ‘the finest drawing room in Europe’ as Napoleon
described it, and the next gastro must-have involved a pleasant stroll along the Zattere to see
if the gelati at the famous Nico are as delectable as rumoured (they are!).
The next day involved the difficult choice of spending more time in Venice or taking the
mini-cruise to the islands of Burano and Torcello. The rare attraction of viewing the lagoon
from the upper deck of a sizeable craft rather than from the usual vaporetti won the day.
Burano needs no guide—the rainbow paint, cobweb lace, cobbled pizzas and photogenic
bridges ooze instant charm. The allotted free hour is not nearly long enough to explore but
the whole point of this cruise is a dégustation: do we like it enough to come back or is this
all the place has to offer—been-here-done-this?
In Torcello we may well need enlightenment about the part that this ghost island played in
the history of the region. How a population of 20,000 in its heyday has shrunk to the present
60, how its basilica, founded in 639, is the oldest building in the lagoon. The ship’s guides
keep us well briefed, in three languages.
Next morning the ship follows the long, thin streak of the barrier islands, Lido and
Pellestrina, and crosses to the busy fishing port of Chioggia. This is emphatically not a
tourist honeypot. Hundreds of blue working boats line the quays, shops sell food not
souvenirs and the mood is down to earth, unlike its glamorous neighbour. In other words, a
likely choice to eat ashore with the freshest fish on the menu.
The following morning the Venezia glides smoothly away from the lagoon. It is May 1st
but the significance of the date escapes us until our coach arrives in Padua. Not only are the
piazzas deserted, the shops shuttered, the famous fruit and vegetable market closed, but the
illustrious 39 Giotto frescoes in the Cappella degli Scrovegni, one of the high spots of the
cruise, are not on view. For only four days in the year are these masterpieces shut away and
this is one of them. The Orta Botanica, the oldest botanical garden in Europe, is closed too.
Clearly a case for returning another time to this highly appealing town. Meanwhile we
console ourselves with the Mantagna fragments in the 13th century Chiesa degli Eremitani,
the Donatello equestrian statue of Gattamelata and a cappuccino in the famous Caffe
Pedrocchi. It was here that plots were hatched, students argued, resurrections planned in the
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rebellion of 1848. Now it is
rated as a national monument,
its political importance
emphasised by the colours of
the three rooms—red, green
and white.
Just eight kilometres short of
Ferrara, disaster struck. The
river was unusually high and
the Venezia made several
cautious approaches before
recognising that she was 20cm
too tall to navigate beneath a
bridge. We got to know that
bridge well, since we spent two
days and nights tied to a tree
nearby. The excursion
organisers rallied to the
challenge and coaches were
laid on to collect us from the
river banks. Passenger
solidarity was in evidence
Nativity by Giotto, in the Cappella degli Scrovegni
when a rival riverboat, which
had been following us from
Venice, successfully cleared the bridge. We booed in multi-national unison.
If truth be told, the mighty Po, Italy’s longest river at 675km, is no beauty. The waters are
khaki coloured, the banks are high, wildlife scarce and worst of all, the danger of flooding
does not encourage building nearby. That means that the huge bonus of most river cruises—
of simply stepping down the gangway into the town—is lost. There simply are not towns
along the entire 85km stretch covered by the Venezia from Venice to Cremona. The ship ties
up in the middle of nowhere and coach excursions are the only way to explore.
That’s the bad news; the good is that the cruise offers hassle-free opportunity to visit
Venice, Padua, Mantua, Ferrara, Parma and Cremona—all rich in history and treasures. The
Venezia glides between them in a watery green world far removed from urban pressures, her
passengers relaxing on the upper deck, with no more effort involved than remembering what
time the coach leaves to transport them to another cultural delight.
FERRARA, an important Renaissance cultural centre, is today an unusually tranquil town,
with more bicycles than cars, dominated by the forbidding castle, seat of the powerful Este
family and surrounded by nine kilometres of massive ramparts. From the vantage point of a
café in the central piazza admire the glorious triple façade of the Romanesque-Gothic
cathedral before plunging into the cool maze of the narrow mediaeval lanes.
In MANTUA it was the Gonzaga family who were responsible for the city’s intellectual
and artistic importance in the 15th and 16th centuries. Mantegna paid homage to the glory of
their court with a cycle of frescoes in the Palazzo Ducale. Be advised though, it is necessary
to make a reservation well in advance in order to see them. Nobody told us that.
Charles Dickens irreverently described Correggio’s frescoes in the dome of Parma’s 12th
century cathedral as a fricassée of frogs. Whether you subscribe to this view or that of
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Ruskin, who thought there were only two reasons for getting out of bed in the morning—
Mozart’s music and Correggio’s use of light—nobody can deny that there is an even greater
visual treat across the piazza—the octagonal baptistry in rose-coloured marble, started in
1196, with a breathtaking frescoed interior.
PARMA overflows with interest. The 1619 all-wooden Farnese theatre, bombed in 1944
but skilfully restored, is a must-see, along with the entire city centre, neatly divided into half
Renaissance, half mediaeval. And then, of course, time must be allocated to the town’s more
earthly pleasures—food and drink. We found time to drop in at a cheese producer’s to
sample the two-year-old Parmigiana Reggiano. Parma and Reggio each claims to be the
original home of this hard cheese, so honours are divided. Next to every cheese producer is
a pig farm where the pigs consume the surplus whey. So a hunk of Parma ham is easily
added to the cheese destined for the carry-on luggage.
Our final fling in CREMONA is the least interesting, but perhaps by then we were getting
blasé. It too has its Romanesque/Gothic cathedral, baptistery and wonderful views.
Back to the Venezia for the Captain’s farewell party. Dress throughout is extremely casual
and even for the gala evening sequins were absent and so were ties, let alone black ones.
The traditional baked Alaska was duly clapped in and post-dinner entertainment in the shape
of a tenor and a soprano was determinedly low-key. This is not the ship for Broadway
extravaganzas.
Patricia Fenn
A BIBLICAL DISCOVERY
A little boy opened the big family bible. He was fascinated as he fingered the old pages.
Suddenly, something dropped out. He picked the object up and looked at it. What he saw
was an old leaf, pressed between the pages. “Mum, look what I’ve found!” “What is it?” his
mother replied. With astonishment in his voice, he answered, “I think it’s Adam’s
underwear!”
THE SEAMAN’S VERSION OF THE 23rd PSALM
The following was given to my brother in law from a friend, in the church Roy and I were
married in. I found it quite moving, as did he…
Gill Retallick
The Lord is my pilot, I shall not drift
He lighteth me across the dark waters;
He steereth me in the deep channels.
He keepeth my log.
He guideth me by the star of holiness for his namesake.
Yea though I sail mid the thunders and tempests of life,
I shall dread not danger, for thou art near me.
Thy love and care, they shelter me.
Thou preparest a harbour before me in the homeland of eternity.
Thou anointest the waves with oil, my ship rideth calmly .
Surely sunlight and starlight shall favour me on the voyage I take,
And I will rest in the port of my God forever.
Captain JH Roberts (1874)
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