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Introduction
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‘Me and Him walking past a big dish of water.’






Call me Arlo. Some months ago, never mind how long precisely, having little or no money in my purse and nothing particular to interest me at home, I thought I would travel about a little and see the Roman part of the world.
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Call me Mark. Arlo is my dog: a cavapoo from Kendal who was the only butterscotch-coloured one in a litter of pure black siblings. He’s five years old at time of writing and it’s fair to say that he and I are unhealthily co-dependent to the extent that I’m pretty sure I know what he would want to say if he could speak. It’s the way he cocks his head on one side when I’m talking to him that tells me he’s quite capable of understanding not only words like ‘ball’ and ‘sit’ but also full sentences such as:

‘Would you like to go to the beach today?’

He sits on my knee in the kitchen when I read the paper and accompanies me whenever I go to the pub. If I put my coat on, he hangs around by the front door to make it tricky for me to go anywhere without him. Which I don’t much. One look from that little furry face and he’s got me.

Having said that, his knowledge of the opening of Moby Dick is surprising. He’s not an avid reader and certainly doesn’t have a clear understanding of time or financial independence. He also seems perfectly happy at home, but I feel respect is due for how closely he has stuck to the original text.

So how did we get here?

In March 2024, I decided to take time out from my less than hectic broadcasting schedule to live in Rome for a few months. I’m perfectly happy at home, too, but there is one place where I felt an immediate connection, almost as if I’d lived there before in a previous life. Not that I have much truck with the concept of reincarnation. Everyone who believes in it seems to think they’ve passed this way before as an Amazon queen, Aztec overlord or Voodoo witchdoctor. No one ever thinks they were previously a serf digging latrines. Or a slug.

Anyway, the locale in question is the district of Rome called Trastevere.

The first time I visited the Italian capital was in 1997. My radio sidekick Marc ‘Lard’ Riley and I were in the final painful days of seeing out the mercy killing of our Radio 1 breakfast show which, when we took it over, had the biggest listenership in Europe. Well, not for long.

As a last hurrah, thanks to the benevolence of our managers, who’d really had no choice but to let us go given the tumbling audience ratings, we’d been allowed to broadcast from the Italian capital as the England football team were on the brink of qualifying for the World Cup. They duly did so after an attritional 0–0 draw at the Stadio Olimpico on 11 October. You may remember the famous pictures of that game featuring a battle-scarred Paul Ince wearing a bloodstained headband, having received stitches to a gash before returning to see the match out. What a guy!

Afterwards, we freakishly managed to hail a taxi despite being in the midst of several thousand disgruntled and distinctly Anglophobic Azzurri fans trudging back to the city centre. When the driver asked where we wanted to go, we suddenly realised we didn’t really know. Fortunately my wife, Bella, who speaks Italian having lived in Rome for a year as a young au pair, directed him to Trastevere. There, a magical world opened up.

Essentially it is a warren of narrow, deliciously distressed cobbled streets radiating from the Piazza di Santa Maria in the centre and the Piazza Trilussa at the other end, by the river. Here you will find myriad buzzing bars, time-warped trattoria and gaily coloured gelato galleria swamped by a constant stream of visitors. The soft light and the faded pinks, yellows and oranges of the peeling walls make it almost resemble a film set, and so it is no surprise to discover that Sergio Leone and Ennio Morricone went to school together there. The atmosphere of the place has to have fed into their iconic collaborations somehow. On Via Gloriosa you can see a plaque indicating the location of Sergio Leone’s childhood home. It looks like a modest apartment in an unremarkable block, though it will still likely set you back the best part of half a million quid now. You can also still visit his favourite restaurant, Checco Er Carettiere, where a school photograph of Sergio with Morricone and the owner, Francisco Porcecci, hangs on the wall. Federico Fellini ate there too. There’s also a picture of a dinner in 1982 with Leone, Robert De Niro, Gabriel García Márquez and Muhammad Ali. You would have to say that that is an A-list table.

Oh, a tip. If you’re on a budget, go round the back of the eating house. They have a takeaway window there and some metal chairs and tables. You’ll get your Sergio Leone memorial carbonara for about six or seven quid.

Trastevere literally means ‘beyond the Tiber’ as it is on the other side of the river from the walled city and the heavyweight sightseer spots on the tourist trail, like the Colosseum, Pantheon, Spanish Steps and Trevi Fountain. If you cross over the Bridge of Angels and turn left at the Castel Sant’ Angelo you’re about a ten-to-fifteen-minute walk away. Alternatively traverse via Tiber Island and you’re more or less right there.

Throughout its history, the district has had that sense of ‘otherness’ about it. It has perpetually hovered in the hinterland between Left Bank chic and the wrong side of the tracks. Of course, it has changed even during my time of visiting. In 1997 it was thronging with locals. Tourists not so much. Everybody knows about it now, but its character, its atmosphere, its heart remain intact. And crucially, it doesn’t try too hard to please. It is pretty but not pristine; desirable yet dishevelled. There are people dressed in mismatched clothes with agricultural hairstyles, but I get the impression they are what they are, not what they’re trying to be. That’s the essence of Trastevere.

And so, with that later life sense of freedom that came with my parents having passed away and the kids grown up, it seemed a good time to visit for an extended period.

So it was that Arlo, Bella and I set off on a road trip in our VW Beetle convertible to take us there via a lazy meander through several European destinations that seemed like they might be pleasant stop-offs.

Prior to departure, I had to make sure all Arlo’s paperwork was in order. After his rabies jab a month in advance I had to obtain his pet passport. I thought this was going to be a cutesy smaller version of my own with perhaps a paw print or something embossed on the laminated cover and an adorable photo of him inside. Imagine my disappointment to find out it was two sheets of A4 paper stapled together. At a cost of £200. Now, my own newly renewed permit is valid for ten years and, as I did it online, the price was £88.50. Arlo’s was valid for ninety days. Do the maths. Actually, I’ve done it for you. Pro rata my document costs £2.10 for ninety days so his was one hundred times more expensive. Does that sound fair to you? No, me neither.

Packing the car proved interesting as the boot space in a Beetle is limited, although we were confident that going away for three months essentially meant packing for a week and washing stuff every seven days or so. Of course, this calculation did not allow for how many daily changes you need to make as an habitué of the temperate North Country when inhabiting warmer climes. Still, it’s not illegal to gently reek, is it? It’s only temporary. They do have showers over there.

Arlo’s luggage was minimal, though I did insist on packing a large sack of his preferred food just in case we couldn’t source it in Rome. Bella told me this was ridiculous but I was pretty sure I’d be proved right when this particular brand became notable by its absence at journey’s end. Perhaps, then, you can imagine the conversation that ensued when we discovered it was in stock at a pet shop in the next street to our rented apartment.

Space issues aside, we love our Beetle convertible. Not that we have the roof down much. I would but Bella and Arlo, who both have considerably more hair than me, don’t particularly enjoy it. Arlo puts on his grumpy face and hunkers as far down into his travel basket as he can, looking at me as if I am an idiot. I know exactly what he’s thinking.

If you can be warm and cosy in a car why spoil it by taking the roof off?

Put like that, he’s got a point and I was usually outvoted two to one. In three months in Europe, I think we had the top down three times.

Arlo absolutely prioritises his own comfort. He’s been known to unwrap folded throws to give himself a softer berth on the sofa. He’s happy to drink out of a muddy puddle but otherwise loathes water. Even a warm, soapy bath enriched with overpriced canine unguents. His attitude to water is simple:

Why be wet when you could be dry?

Again, for the most part, he’s got a point.

Having shuttled across the Channel, we first went to Reims, where Claude Monet got a bit obsessed with the facade of the cathedral. It is pretty impressive to be fair.

Next was Strasbourg, which I’d expected to be sleek and modernist as all I knew of it was the European Parliament building. What a surprise then to find a fairy-tale city of medieval buildings, narrow streets and waterways. You felt like you could turn a corner and glimpse Baron Bomburst’s castle in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.

Next was Lucerne, which was pretty and we had a lovely sail on the lake but it was expensive. I mean, £25 for a baked potato? Switzerland, you’re having a laugh!

From there it was on to charming Bellagio on Lake Como, which I thought might be a bit Riviera posey and overpriced. It wasn’t.

And so to our final port-of-call, which was the impressive and impressively busy Bologna. Where I had bolognese. When in Rome.

What follows is in no sense a guide book but rather a record of our Roman ramblings, in both senses of the word, as seen by me and Arlo. He can’t speak, as we’ve established. He’s a dog. But I know that when he tilts his head that way and listens to me, he is taking it all in and so I’m confident that this was what was going on inside his head.

Which is quite small.

About the size of a grapefruit.




SPQR-lo! Salve Roma!



So here we are in Rome. I know we must be here because all the bags are out of the car. I hate bags. Whenever I see suitcases in the hallway at home I start to panic in case They’re going somewhere and I’m not.

Over the past week we’ve been sleeping in a different little house every night even though I’m not really sure how many years a week is. Every morning, I’ve been watching Her and Him pack bags again and wondering if I’m going to be left sitting on the bed. I haven’t been so far but you never know. I’m keeping my eye on them and no mistake.

When we got to a big place with lots of humans and buildings it seemed really noisy because lots of inconsiderate people were ringing bells all over town. Come on, guys, have some consideration. It’s Sunday, for heaven’s sake. Everybody wants a bit of peace and quiet.

Anyway, we’re now in a funny small house with no garden up about a thousand steps. Perhaps these are the Spanish Steps I’ve heard them talk about.
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They weren’t. These were just the steps up to our apartment, which numbered about thirty. Arlo’s default expression is wide-eyed as his little beady peepers stare unblinkingly through his lustrous eyebrows. This makes him appear as if he’s looking at the world with a sense of wonder and is therefore prone to exaggeration. To be fair, stairs are not a big part of his life in Cheshire. He does get very nervous at the sight of luggage, though, so the week of travelling must have been kind of stressful for him. Every time we checked into another hotel he would have been thinking:

Ah right, so we live here now.

To be honest, I think he would have been happy in any of those places except that peculiarly cell-like room on the outskirts of Lucerne. I don’t think he fancied living there. I certainly didn’t.

We arrived in Rome on a Sunday to a chorus of church bells as the faithful made their way to one of the city’s 930 places of worship. Arlo is, I think, both undecided and unengaged with the existence, or not, of a higher power, which makes him something of a dognostic. Nevertheless it seemed rather unfair that he wasn’t going to be allowed into any of the churches we were going to visit. Accepting the omnipotence of the Almighty, for argument’s sake, aren’t we all God’s creations?

How does that hymn go?

All things bright and beautiful, all creatures great and small,

All things wise and wonderful, the Lord God made them all.

So here’s my question on behalf of Arlo and his kind:

If this ‘Lord God’ made us all, then why are only some of ‘us all’ allowed in his ‘house’?

Seems a bit judgemental, right? Then again there are certain practicalities to be taken into consideration. While reading up on which public gardens in Rome were canine friendly, I stumbled upon a forum on which the following question appeared:

‘Can you take your dog into the Sistine Chapel?’

I mean, think about what you’re saying. The Sistine Chapel is located within the sprawling enclosed labyrinth of the Vatican Museums. What happens if, after several hours perusing the ravishing Raphael Rooms and the wondrous Gallery of Maps, you arrive under Michelangelo’s masterpiece only for your golden retriever to squat and leave an offering the Lord would not appreciate? Come on, guys, think it through.

However, Arlo’s exclusion has brought us up against one of the central dichotomies of organised religion. Are all welcome or not? ‘Good will to all men (and dogs)’ is something most of us will happily sign up to, but within the context of multiple faiths this hinges on tolerance and acceptance among all denominations. How’s that gone then?




The Cat Colony of Area
Sacra di Largo Argentina
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‘Me and a stupid cat at a building site.’





Today we strolled to a dusty square where some bits of pillars were sticking up out of the ground among some piles of bricks and stones and stuff. Not much to see here. Like a building site. Except there were loads and loads of quite manky-looking cats lolling around on the rubble behind a see-through barrier.

Now, I’m a laid-back kind of guy, except when it comes to posties, swans, squirrels . . .

When I’m chasing squirrels, I have a special yelp that I only use on those occasions. They run away like the clappers and they are right to do so because I’m a bit of a tough nut when roused. I have a different bark to warn off those hissing swans but they’re safe from me as they’re behind railings on the pond at home in a different country that I think might be in a different world.

And the postman? I really give him what for. No wonder he leaves the letters and parcels in that cupboard outside. If he put his fingers through that little flap in the door I’d give them a nip for sure. Actually, I probably wouldn’t as I’m not really like that and I can’t reach that little flap anyway. I tear up the first letter that drops on the doormat instead. That shows ’em.

Oh, and I hate cats of course. I am a dog, after all. I didn’t make the rules. It was well frustrating at this place. All these cats were just like totally taunting me because they knew full well I couldn’t get at them. Annoying or what? I could have cleared that place in seconds. I know my strengths. I keep our garden at home clear of posties, swans, squirrels and cats, and I could have got rid of this motley moggy crew in no time.
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Poor Arlo. He was desperate to get at these undomesticated kitties and nearly tugged my arm off in his desire to find a way to reach them. Perhaps if he understood the historical significance of the place he might have paused for reflection. I did bend down and look him square in the face before proclaiming the phrase: ‘Et tu, Arlo.’ Because, while he may have been unimpressed by the ‘stones and stuff’, these ‘bits of pillars’ mark a place of great significance.

Here at the Sacra di Largo Argentina are the remains of four temples together with part of the curia (meeting rooms) of the Theatre of Pompey. The Senate used to meet here and on this very spot Julius Caesar was stabbed to death on the Ides of March (the 15th) in 44 BC. Of all the famous Roman incidents documented in history this might well be the most widely known. I can’t help thinking that calling this place ‘the cat colony’ is focusing on the wrong thing really. Perhaps whoever initiated that plan had visited with their dog, too. If Brutus had had a cavapoo pulling him in the direction of the cats that day, the outcome for Caesar could have been very different.

Also, it’s worth bearing in mind if you’re thinking about coming to Rome that if you’re as unimpressed as Arlo with ‘bits of pillars’ and ‘piles of bricks and stones and stuff’, it might not be the place for you. There’s a lot of that and you might find yourself quite disappointed by the Forum.

The cat colony is in fact a long-standing sanctuary for the city’s feral felines. They are watched over and cared for by a local charitable trust and you can adopt one if you like, though you can’t take it home with you, obviously. The cats seem to have a pretty perfect life lounging about on the old stone slabs, being fed regularly and protected by a Plexiglas wall from would-be assailants like a certain cavapoo from the Lake District.

I reluctantly accept that my canine companion is not always going to be overly receptive to historical matters. This is a shame because, in a way, he has a part in this epic story. All dogs are supposed to share 99 per cent of their DNA with wolves, and one wolf in particular plays an important role in the legend of the foundation of Rome, having nurtured Romulus and Remus. We’ll come to that.

It’s





OEBPS/images/f0001-01.png





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Introduction



		SPQR-lo! Salve Roma!



		The Cat Colony of Area Sacra di Largo Argentina



		Cars



		The Elephant and Obelisk of Gian Lorenzo Bernini



		The Colosseum and Queues



		The Spanish Steps and Water



		St Peter’s and the Vatican



		The Local Park (Villa Sciarra)



		Trevi Fountain



		Hadrian’s Villa and a Pork Sandwich



		The Tiber (or lack thereof)



		Street Life and the Capuchin Crypt



		Caravaggio for Free



		The Mystery Tour to the Frog King Fountain of the Coppedè Quarter



		The Open Road



		St Peter’s Knees



		A Power Station



		Food



		The Home of Pizza



		Dogs and the Kingdom of Italy



		The Mouth of Truth and Meat Products



		A Buggy Ride to Meet Moses



		Two Haircuts



		The Dying City and the Sacred Wood



		Port of Rome, Belly of Rome



		EUR (pronounced ay-oor)



		Bar San Calisto



		Epilogue by Mark



		Epilogue by Arlo



		Acknowledgements











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/f0015-01.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
avapoo:

‘A rollocking f\)omanesque romp or a re"ax.ng
rococo ramble. Excellent either way'

VIC REEVES






OEBPS/images/common.png





OEBPS/images/pub.png
corsair





