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and queuing to climb the 463 steps 
inside the Duomo for a sublime 
view of the city.

WALK THIS WAY
Celebrity tourists including Michael 
Palin and Lou Reed have sung the 
praises of Walking Tours of Florence 
by Artviva. Book online then meet 
in Via de Sassetti. After our two-
hour Masterpieces of the Uffizi 
expedition (£19 adult, £15 child) we 
stuck with the same guide for an 
Original David Accademia tour 
(one-hour, £28 and £14). Next day 
we joined a three hour Original 
Florence Walk (£20 and £16), which 
left us with a much better insight 
into this easily-walkable city. Tours 
include admission prices and are a 
guaranteed way to avoid long 
queues www.italy.artviva.com

ON THE CHEAP
Grab a lunchtime bite at at the 
 Forno Sartoni cafe at 34 Via Del 
Cerchi. Slices of hot pizza or panini  
cost two or three euros. Or have a 
glass of wine and a £2 panini on the 
pavement at a hole-in-the-wall 
sandwich bar such as I Due Fratelli 
in Via dei Cimatori www.
iduefratellini.it

WHERE TO EAT
For an authentic Florentine meal, 
Ristorante Da Lino is the real deal. 
Delicious specialities include 
pappardelle all’anatra (fresh pasta 
with a rich sauce of hare). Or there 

are two set menus offering three 
courses, a salad and glass of wine for 
£16 or £18 www.ristorantedalino.it

GLAM IT UP 
 Boccanegra on Via Ghibelina is 
three restaurants in one. On the 
main road is the upmarket 
Boccanegra. Around the corner is 
the Osteria, more basic but just as 
authentic. Between the two is the 
house pizzeria, and all three are 
linked inside. Their signature dish is 
Bistecca Florentina (steak the 
Florence way) and a meal for two in 
the Osteria will cost around £60 
plus drinks www.boccanegra.com

INSIDER’S TIP
Artviva guide Elizabeth told us the 
best Italian gelato (ice cream) is in 
shops that keep it under cover. This 
includes the Grom gelateria in Via 
del Campanile near the cathedral 
 www.grom.it/eng

WHERE TO STAY
The receptionist at Antica Torre di 
Via Tornabuoni suggested a drink on 
the roof terrace. So we took the lift 
to the top of this 13th Century stone 
tower and... wow! There’s not one 
heart-stopping view but two. On 
one side the city skyline dominated 
by the Duomo, on the other the 
River Arno. Rooms have marble 
bathrooms and free wi-fi. Snacks are 
served on the terrace until 10pm. 
Two-night B&B stays for two from 
£290 www.tornabuoni1.com

getting about 
It’s a small city and you 
can walk everywhere. 
Taxis are expensive and 
you can’t hail them. For 
buses see www.ataf.
net More info at www.
firenzeturismo.it/en

getting there 
Flights start from £49 
one way with BA, Air 
France, BMI and others. 
But it’s cheaper (from 
£28) to fly to Pisa with 
Ryanair  www.ryanair.
com. A 70-minute coach 
costs £4 each way 
(www.terravision.eu) or 
a 57-minute train is just 
£1 more www.tinyurl.
com/pisaflorence
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It’s the great Italian city of art 
and culture and it has a place 
on every bucket list of places to 
see before you die.
But Florence is a daunting 
place if you don’t know a 
Botticelli from a bolognese.
You can queue for ages to get 
into a gallery then find it’s so 
big and complicated you have 
no idea where to start.
Fear not... there is a better way. 
It’s called a guided walking tour 
and on a two-night city break 
this summer I went on three of 
them with girlfriend Florence 
(you’ve heard of taking coals to 
Newcastle... I took Florence to 
Florence).
The first and best was a two-
hour trip around the huge 
Uffizi gallery, where the best-
known work is Botticelli’s The 
Birth of Venus (trust me, you 
know this picture).
The tour was so much fun we 
plunged straight into a second 
one, then a third the next 
morning... but more of that 
later. Here’s the full low-down 
on a city break in Florence. 

DON’T MISS
It costs nothing to admire the 
beauty of all the ancient buildings 
and statues. Start in Piazza della 
Signoria where a full-size copy of 
Michaelangelo’s David stands 
outside the Palazzo Vecchio. He 
faces the open-air Loggia di Lanzi, 
full of huge and impressive 
sculptures.
Take a slow stroll over the Ponte 
Vecchio (old bridge – and they’re 
not kidding, it dates back to 1345). 
There are gold and silver workshops 
but the prices seem eye-wateringly 
high. €15,995 for a nondescript gold 
chain, anyone?
Now make your way to the Piazza di 
San Giovanni, where the Duomo 
(officially, the Cathedral of Santa 
Maria del Fiore) towers over the 
Campanile (bell tower) and the 
round Baptistry. Walk all the way 
round to see them from all angles.
The cathedral dates back to 1296 
and is free to enter, but the inside is 
underwhelming compared with the 
incredible green, pink and white 
marbled exterior. It’s worth paying 

The stunning 
Duomo dominates 
the view in Florence 
at sunset

Take a stroll across 
the Ponte Vecchio 
(old bridge) 

Brian and 
Florence, in 
Florence

Enjoy the view 
from the hotel’s 
roof terrace

Michelangelo’s 
David in the 
centre of town
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spa. The nearby resort of Kalutara combines wonderful 
beaches, shopping and Sri Lankan culture, including two 
Buddhist temples.
THE DEAL A seven-night holiday in December with flights and bed 
and breakfast accommodation starts at £1,010pp.  
 www.lowcostholidays.com 

SRI LANKA

Tangerine Beach Hotel
Near the Royal Palms but simpler, this three- 
star hotel shares the same stretch of sand. 
It’s cheaper but comfort levels are high, all 
rooms are air-conditioned and overlook the 
ocean, there’s a spa and several restaurants.
THE DEAL A seven-night trip in December, 
with flights and B&B accommodation starts 
at £875pp. lowcostholidays.com

Eden Resort and Spa
Four-star hotel at Beruwela in the south-
west has a spa, and swimming pool in a 
tropical garden. Rooms are air-conditioned, 
restaurants include a 24-hour coffee shop.
THE DEAL BA has seven nights from 
£699pp in June 2013 including flights and 
B&B. ba.com/indianocean,  
0844 493 0758

Hotel Secret Garden
This collection of cottages in Unawatuna is 
a perfect base for grown-up backpackers. 
There’s an old colonial villa that is great for 
groups and two bungalows that are 
suitable for couples, all enclosed by a 
garden filled with hammocks.
THE DEAL From £39 a night room only. 
 www.i-escape.com

 This five-star hotel, set in attractive gardens on 
Kalatura beach on Sri Lanka’s south-west coast, is 
perfect for a pre-Christmas sunshine break. Built 
in typical Sri Lankan style near a traditional 

fishing village, Royal Palms is based around an enormous 
swimming pool and has an underground nightclub and large 

Sri Lanka – with its tropical sun, 
gorgeous beaches and great food –  
is about to become easier to reach. 

In April, British Airways launches a 
direct flight from Gatwick to the  
Indian Ocean island paradise, where 
there are Buddhist shrines and tea 
plantations to visit. 

The main tourist area is in the 
south-west, with a dry season that 
lasts from now until April.

Get a  week at the  
Royal Palms Beach  

hotel for £1,010
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mirror.co.uk / travelCheck out more great escapes and money-saving traveller tips at

Wish you were...

HERE?

ONLINE
INSIDE Chasing the Northern Lights        Your guide to getting the most out of a city break to Florence

ROYAL PALMS BEACH


