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Before we start | Why the working road

Stand on the Ponte Vecchio and turn your back on Siena. What is in front of you is the Arno going west, and the Arno going west is a river with a job. It worked for Florence for eight hundred years. It carried wool downstream from the city’s mills to the port at Pisa, and salt and marble and grain back up. When the Pisan harbour silted in the fifteenth century the Medici built a new port at Livorno and cut a canal between the two, and the goods kept moving. The towns the river passes are not the cypress-and-abbey towns. They are the working towns.

I wrote a book about the coast where I live. This is the book about the road we take when we leave it and turn inland, because after enough trips along it I have come to think it is the more interesting half of Tuscany, even if nobody has built a brand around it.

Most travellers in Tuscany do not consider this road at all, because the famous route out of Florence runs the other way, south into the Chianti and the Val d’Orcia and the postcard country. This chapter is why you should drive west instead, then the road we are going to drive, then a few words on who I am, so you know whose car you are getting into.


Where it is

The strict corridor is the river itself, from Florence to the mouth between Marina di Pisa and the pine forest at the coast, about ninety kilometres. The towns in this book extend a little beyond it, and I am going to use the name loosely, the way I use every name.

Pistoia and Montecatini sit on the plain north of the river, at the foot of the Apennines, with a road up to the highest pass in Tuscany behind them. San Giuliano Terme is on the slope just north of Pisa. Livorno is south of the mouth, on the open sea. None of these is strictly on the Arno, but for a traveller driving between Florence and the coast they are one country. The river is the spine, and the rest is what the spine carried, or what grew up close enough to be lifted by what the river did.

The other thing to know is who else is here. Foreigners see one thing on this road, and it is the tower, and they see it for forty minutes from a coach. Everyone else on the corridor is Tuscan and at work. The Renaissance hill country is what Tuscany looked like on a postcard. The Arno corridor is what Tuscany did for a living.



The reasons

The towns are not pretty in the hilltop way, and I will tell you frankly what you are signing up for. Pisa is a working city with the third-most-photographed object in Europe sitting in one corner, and most of the rest is apartment blocks and a university. Pontedera is a factory town and does not pretend otherwise. Livorno is a port with no time for you. San Miniato has a climb, one product and a long view. Montecatini is a nineteenth-century leisure capital that has lost its leisure class. Pistoia is the closest thing on the road to a classic Tuscan piazza, and it is the tier of town nobody puts on an itinerary because Florence is twenty-five minutes away by train.

Here is the trade. You give up the photogenic. You get fewer crowds, more of a working life, and a thicker sense of how Italy actually feeds and houses itself. A Vespa museum that turns out to be about a three-wheeled bee. A truffle capital you can visit without the bus. The empty ballroom of the grandest spa in Tuscany. A bath where the Medici took the cure and you can take it on a Tuesday for the price of a dinner. A café tradition closer to Vienna than to Florence. A fish soup fought over by two harbours, and the harbour that spells it with five Cs. If you need the photogenic, the road south of Florence is still there and will still be beautiful next year.

It is close. Everything in this book is inside an hour and a half of Florence, and most of it is on a railway line. You can sleep in Pistoia and see the Uffizi before lunch. You can sleep in Pisa and be at the sea in fifteen minutes and in Florence in fifty.

And the personal one. This is the road I actually drive. The coast I live on is at the end of it, and after three years of turning inland on it for a bath, a museum, a bowl of noodles, a plate of truffle I could not taste, I know it better than any road in Italy that is not the one to my front door.



The road

This is a travel book, so we travel. We leave Florence on the northern road, not the river, because the first stop is where I would put you for the night.

Pistoia first, a small Florence with no river and better bread, twenty-five minutes from the Duomo by train and a different century in every other way. From Pistoia a road climbs the Apennines to Abetone, a ski village that is better in August than in February, and that is a detour, and you should take it. Then back down and west to Montecatini, the grandest thermal town in Italy, where you can stand inside the architecture of European leisure with nobody else in the room.

Then south, over the marsh, to the river. San Miniato on its three hills with the truffle in every window. Pontedera on the flat with the factory that put half the world on a scooter. Pisa, which is a much better city than its tower has let anyone believe, with the old baths at San Giuliano just north of it and the city’s own beach to the south. And the last stop, Livorno, the port the Medici built when Pisa’s silted, the one city in Tuscany that refuses to perform, and the bowl of red sea you eat there.

Along the way, the things I get asked about. Which truffle is worth the money. How a thermal bath works and which day to go. How to see Pisa the way nobody you know has seen it. Why the cafés in one town are stocked the wrong way round. And in every town, my tables. Not a list. The places I go back to, and why.

What you will not find here is a planner. No opening hours, no price tables, no timetables. That goes stale in a season and lives on our site instead, free, and the last chapter tells you where.

This book is the part that does not go stale.



Who I am

I am Hungarian. I spent twenty years in marketing and, before that, studied history and worked as a journalist, which means I know exactly what a brochure sounds like and have tried to keep it out of these pages, and I care about why a place is the way it is, so you will get some history, told the way I would tell it at dinner and never as a paragraph of dates.

Sophia, my wife, takes the photographs. When I write “we”, she was there.



What Anywhere Italy is

Italy has nearly eight thousand communes. Foreign travelers hear about fifty, visit six, and queue there. A few valleys from every famous square there is a town where the school closed a generation ago and the bar decides each spring whether to turn the lights back on.

Those are the same problem: the famous places are drowning in visitors, the small ones are dying for lack of any, and almost all the money lands on one side of the line.

Anywhere Italy is our attempt to move some of it across. We write about a thousand of the towns that get skipped, one at a time, and only once one of us has stood in front of the place, the festival, or the plate.

Every Sunday we send one letter, free, and underneath it there is a site with a page for every town and a planner that takes a few answers and gives you a route. This book is the Arno chapter of that project, restructured for a reader who wants to drive it rather than read it in pieces.

A hundred euros spent in Florence disappears into Florence. The same hundred in a town of four hundred people is visible in the till, and twenty travelers a summer is the reason the bar stays open. People call this sustainable tourism. We think of it as pointing money at the places that notice it.



The line I keep

Everything in this book is a place I have been to personally. Where I lean on our catalogue for a fact, a population, an altitude, I say so, and where the catalogue says nothing it means we have not checked, never that the thing is not there. I never invent a rating and I never borrow a guide’s words. Empty is acceptable. Wrong is not.

This is the part of Italy I chose to live in, and I am not sending you anywhere I would not send a friend. When a town is overrated I will say so, and when a restaurant is worth the drive I will say that too, and you should trust the second because of the first.

Read it in order. The road only goes one way.





Chapter 0. The river with a job | What the Arno carried

Drive out of Florence on a weekday morning, on the river road, and count what passes you. Vans. Lorries with nursery plants strapped under nets. A tanker. Two men on a scooter with a ladder. The Arno is on your left, brown and steady between poplars, and it has been carrying the same traffic in one form or another since before anyone in Florence could write. This chapter is about what it carried, and why the towns along it look the way they do.


Where you are

The Arno comes down out of the Casentino, loops round through Arezzo’s country, and arrives in Florence from the east. From Florence it runs west, and this is the half of the river that matters here. Below the city the valley widens into a flat basin, the lower Valdarno, thirty kilometres of plain with hills on both sides and the river in the middle. Then, near Pontedera, the hills come in for a last time, and the river squeezes past the southern end of the Monte Pisano, a small range that stands between this valley and Lucca’s, and comes out onto the coastal plain at Pisa. Twelve kilometres further it reaches the sea.

North of the river, behind the Monte Pisano and the hills of the lower Valdarno, is a second plain: the Pistoiese plain and the Valdinievole, with Pistoia at one end and Montecatini at the other and the Apennines standing over both. Between the two plains, at the bottom of the Valdinievole
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