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The map of Italy shows Naples on its crescent shaped bay far below Rome – the mystified “south” of Italy, home of the Mafia and other gangs, origin of immigrant hoards pouring into New York city last century and before.  A poorer part of elegant Italy, and perhaps more dangerous.  But this other world is easily accessible, and we did not find it threatening.  It was surprising to discover that the fast Eurostar train from Florence can reach Naples in under three hours, and even the regional lines from Siena don’t take much longer.
Our three-day excursion to Naples and to explore Pompeii was planned for this weekend free of program activities.  The students had scattered to their own travels and we walked early Friday morning to Siena’s train station, caught the bus to Chiusi station, then the train to Rome and, after a short wait, the one to Naples.  The trip from Siena to Chiusi cuts diagonally SE across Tuscany, giving good views of the rolling wheat-sown countryside and some of the hill towns: Rappolano Terme and Asciano among them.  Chiusi itself, with a hill-top ancient center and modern suburbs around, was once the Etruscan capital of central Italy and many elaborate tombs can be visited.  We were just changing trains, so we spent our 45 minutes wandering around the station area and ate lunch in a park.  
On to Rome by train (pretty views of the mountains to the west), taking under two hours.  After a change at Rome’s amazingly bustling Termini station (felt like the train hub of the world), the Naples leg of the trip was in compartmented cars, the old fashioned style seen in the movies.  We shared our compartment with a young woman from Sardinia and a man and his 9 year old son from south of Naples. Though we did not talk much with either, it was interesting to hear the woman speaking the Sardinian language on her cell phone.
We’d booked a room at the Bella Capri, right at the port of Naples near where ferries depart for Capri and cruise ships berth.  While it took a bit of effort to find this nearly hidden hotel which occupies the 7th and 8th floor of an office building on a gritty street, inside we were in a pleasant, modest haven.  Our double room had a small balcony and a view (looking to the side) of the port.  The better rooms, already taken, face straight out with splendid port views – something we will try for next time.  Breakfasts, of croissants, cereal, fruit and coffee or tea, were served in a sunny, colorful common room on the floor above, which housed a hostel.  We met one couple from Ireland and it was clear that younger people from all over the world were staying here, a pleasant space with dorm style rooms, couches and three computers with flat panel screens for using the internet, and information about hostels all over Europe and the Mediterranean.  
Of course we spent little time in the hotel, since we’d come to explore Napoli and to have a full day at Pompeii.  Our hotel was near the university and ancient city area, and Friday afternoon we enjoyed walking its crooked, narrow streets hung with laundry.  Though grimy and gritty, Napoli in this area (near the church of Santa Chiara and Piazzeta Nilo) felt safe for walking and we gradually relaxed and enjoyed this lively and truly ancient place.  Our destination was the famed Archaeological Museum, which houses most of the movable items excavated from Pompeii – household items, sculptures, and even wall frescoes and floor mosaics.   There is a “secret room” (appointment only) displaying the best of the erotic art and artifacts from Pompeii – well worth a visit.  Our two hours here were a key element in enjoying Pompeii tomorrow.
We also managed to walk along the port and waterfront north and west, climbing the hill behind the “Castle of the Egg” for grand views of the bay, and discovering the pleasantly upscale Via Chiaia area.  Napoli, a city with ancient Greek and pre-Greek roots, is a place whose past lies below, its ambiance seeping out all over, but whose exuberant present is  lived out and about in its streets and piazzas.

Languages
Having studied Italian for some time now, we were interested to hear how different is the Napolitano version of the language.  So much so that as we sat at a street side restaurant our first night we could overhear the conversation of the four people at the table next to us, we had to ask ourselves if it was really Italian.  It was Neapolitan, the language of Naples – a version of Italian, but distant enough that we could not understand more than a word here or there.  Our Italian colleagues here in Siena tell us they cannot understand it either.  
What is interesting is to reflect on the fact that ALL of Italy is this way.  Standard Italian is spoken on television and is the language of politics and academia.  But at home, in restaurants and at work, people speak their own strongly marked dialects with each other:  Siena and Florence, just 40 miles apart, have different dialects;  that of the Venice area, Sicilian, and so forth.  These dialects are more than merely accents, involving intonation, vocabulary, localized terms not used in other places – all amounting to a local language.  Italians often switch to standard Italian when speaking to foreigners or to those from other parts of Italy. 
This was the case for the Sardinian woman in our train compartment – she made one phone call to someone apparently not from Sardinia – I could understand most of what she was saying in Italian.  The next call was probably to her home:  I heard a staccato set of sounds, intonation different from Italian, the words not comprehensible.  I’d not have known it was Sardinian if she’d not told us where she was from, but it was pleasantly different from standard Italian and none of it was comprehensible to us.
