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know

A weekend in ...
Verona, Italy

S

hakespeare has got a lot to
answer for. Thanks to his most
famous work, Charles Dickens
nearly skipped Verona when
he was touring Italy, fearing
reality would shatter his rosetinted vision of the birthplace
of Romeo and Juliet. When curiosity got
the better of him he discovered a town
bursting with beautiful ancient buildings
and some of the best-preserved Roman
ruins in the country. The scales, though,
fell from his eyes at the house of the
Capulets — a “miserable little inn”
where a scrum of carriage drivers were
arguing in a filthy yard filled with mudspattered geese and a “grim-visaged dog,
viciously panting in a doorway, who
would certainly have had Romeo by the
leg the moment he put it over the wall”.
Stopping at the same spot almost two
centuries on, I know how Dickens felt. It
has been spruced up since then but it’s
hard not to share his disillusionment.
Now tourists clamour to see the famous
balcony and, bizarrely, grope the breasts
of a statue of Juliet in the courtyard. On
the plus side, the dog has moved on.
Romeo and Juliet is the biggest draw in
this Unesco World Heritage-listed city
and the “Casa di Giulietta” is a big
industry. That the star-crossed lovers
probably did not exist doesn’t stop
thousands of visitors coming each year.
The tenuous Shakespeare connection is
that it was once home to the Cappellos, a
family who might, at a push, have been
the model for the Capulets. One thing
that’s certain is that Juliet never stood on
the balcony, which was cobbled together
from parts of a medieval sarcophagus
and stuck on the wall in 1935. Even the
statue is a replica of the 1972 “original”,
which had to be replaced after the
caresses of hundreds of thousands of
tourists rubbing the right breast, said to
bring luck in love, caused it to fracture.
There is plenty more to discover in
this lovely city, though, which you can
reach on budget flights. Have a break
from the Bard at Pasticceria Cordioli, a
traditional patisserie and locals’
favourite. Try the popular polenta e osei,
a delicious chestnut cake topped with
chocolate songbirds, in homage to a pie
that was once a regional delicacy.
Then head to the city’s main square,

once the town’s Roman forum and now
home to buzzing cafés and some of
Verona’s most famous buildings, such as
the 84m Torre dei Lamberti clock tower.
Photogenic grand squares are what
Verona does best; on the other side of
the tower is another, Piazza dei Signori,
where a statue of Dante commemorates
the poet’s time spent in the city as a
guest of Cangrande della Scala, the
warlord who ruled in the 14th century.
At the city limits of the old Roman
town, the imposing fortified gate of
Porta Borsari still stands, and beyond lies
the vast 2,000-year-old amphitheatre,
one of the finest surviving in Italy. Now,
the arena is the setting for Verona’s
famous summer opera season and shows
by big-hitting stars, such as Adele, who is
due to perform in May.
This area is dominated by overpriced
tourist bars but we found a far better
option, Osteria La Mandorla, tucked away
around the corner. Thanks to a local edict
that preserves old shop frontages, the tiny
bar is identifiable only by a sign saying
“Vini-Liquori Giovanni Zampieri” but
the overspill of Italians carousing outside
makes it easy to spot. The cicchetti
(snacks) on offer include a regional
speciality — horsemeat balls — which are
better than they sound, especially washed
down with local valpolicella and
bardolino at €3 (£2.30) a glass.
Horsemeat — cavallo — is a mainstay
of Veronese cuisine (if you don’t want to
eat it, avoid anything with the word
“cavalry” in it). Most menus also offer
some variety of the unappetising
sounding “donkey sauce”, but neither
makes an appearance at Locanda di
Castelvecchio. At this superbly elegant
but cosy oak-panelled restaurant the
bollito — traditional slow-cooked meats
— bring a tear to the eye of the
Veronese, who swear (whisper it) that it’s
better than mamma used to make.
Back across the ancient Ponte Pietra,
we climbed the formidable hill that rises
above the city to another magnificent
monument, a Roman theatre on the
bank of the river. Taking in the stunning
view through the cypress trees at the
top, it’s not hard to forgive Verona its
Shakespearian schmaltz. It’s an easy
place to fall in love with.
Robin Ash

The budget hotel

The luxury hotel

A boutique hotel with 16 rooms, the
three-star Albergo Mazzanti is an
ancient building on one of the most
characterful streets in Verona’s historic
centre, with Piazza Erbe and Piazza dei
Signori on the doorstep. B&B doubles
are from €115 (00 39 045 591690,
albergomazzanti.it)

Due Torri is a five-star hotel in a 14thcentury palace with rooms overlooking
a pretty square and one of Verona’s
finest churches, Saint Anastasia. It
oozes old-school Italian glamour, with
traditional furniture and blingy marble
bathrooms and is perfectly located
for exploring the city. B&B doubles
start at €199 (00 39 045 595044,
hotelduetorri.duetorrihotels.com)

Travel 33

The Ponte Pietra, Verona

Robin Ash was a
guest of Provincia
di Verona Turismo
(tourism.verona.it/en)
How to get there
In March Flybe starts
direct flights from Cardiff,
and Ryanair, which has
just started flights from
Stansted, will fly from
Birmingham from April;
both from £25 one way.

