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ABOUT
Sara

Sara Danner Dukic has been traveling to, working in, and 
occasionally living in Italy for almost two decades.  From 2004 
to 2011, she ran a highly successful performing arts festival for 
the prestigious College-Conservatory of Music at University of 
Cincinnati in Lucca, and later in Spoleto.  While general 
manager of these festivals, she was responsible for moving 
hundreds of people across the ocean each summer, mounting 
hundreds of performances, producing operas, and keeping 
symphony orchestras, opera casts, theatre technicians, 
conductors, singers, concert soloists, teachers, and interns, 
happy, healthy and safe.  She was also responsible for 
governmental and local relations, PR, and marketing, along 
with the plethora of other things that go with keeping that many 
people happy while in a foreign place.  She speaks fluent 
Italian, and in addition to bringing performing artists and their 
art over to Italy, she’s also well-versed in bringing her small 
children along for the ride.  
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Behold the Fiat 500 - 
the cutest, coolest 
way to get around 
ever invented.

“Email yourself a 
scan of your 
passport along 
with the phone 
numbers for 
contacting your 
credit cards and 
your bank.” 

After several years of moving hundreds of 
people to Italy at a time, I developed a list of 
general tips and what to pack.  I’ll start with the 
tips, and the packing list follows, as well as a 
pre-departure checklist.  I’ve also included a 
shopping list that you can fill in as you look over 
the packing list and plan your trip.  Enjoy 
yourself - planning and thinking about your trip 
is half the fun! 

Put your head in the clouds  
Or rather, the stuff you would need should your 
passport and/or wallet get stolen.  Email 
yourself a scan of your passport (it is way 
easier to get a replacement if you have a copy 
of your old one), along with the phone numbers 
for contacting your credit cards and your bank.  
This way if something happens, all you need to 
do is get to a computer and log into your email 
to access the info you need to get back on 
track.  

TIPS & TRICKS
for your Italian vacay

You might scan any important prescriptions you have as well.  
An alternative to email would be putting all this into a cloud 
drive such as Google Drive or DropBox.  I personally like to 
use the Genius Scan iPhone app paired with DropBox. 

Reference items
This probably goes without saying, but if you don’t speak 
Italian, get yourself at least one phrase book and study it 
before you leave.  My favorite phrasebooks for any 
language are from Berlitz.  They’re small, portable, easy to 
read, and packed with tons of useful phrases and tips.  

http://breakingitalian.com
mailto:info@breakingitalian.com?subject=
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Money
• I do not recommend bringing large amounts of cash. If it’s stolen or lost, there’s not much you 

can do other than cry about it.  Plus, you’ll get a horrendous exchange rate when you purchase 
your euros in the US. €100 to start with should be plenty to get you a cab, a decent meal upon 
arrival, and other incidentals.  For the remainder of the trip, use an ATM. 

• Be sure to call your bank before you leave and (1) let them know you’ll be traveling, and where, 
and (2) check on your daily withdrawal amount.  You don’t want it too high or too low.  I 
recommend around $200 per day per debit card.  While you’re at it, check on the foreign 
withdrawal charges - this may inform how high or low you’ll want to set your daily amount.  Some 
banks have NO international transaction or ATM fees if you keep a certain balance in your 
account.  This is not a well-known fact and you may need to do some homework before trying to 
open such an account. 

• If when you use an ATM your card seems to be rejected, try a smaller amount.  With the 
exchange rate, you may be exceeding your daily withdrawal. 

• ATMs tend to give out really large bills that no one wants to take.  To avoid this, I ask for 
amounts that would be sure to give me at least a €20 bill or two, such as €70, €80, or €120. 

• Call your credit card companies before you leave and let them know you’re traveling.  You 
should also check on foreign transaction fees.  Some cards have none (like some Amex cards, 
Chase Ink, and Capital One Venture), and other cards have hefty fees that, depending on how 
much you’re spending, could add up to a lot. 

• Don’t bring traveler’s checks.  They’re a pain in the @$$ to cash, and no one wants to take 
them. 

• Protect yourself from card cloning.  Use only an ATM that is associated with a bank, and check 
that the card reader is flush with the machine (thieves will sometimes stick a cloner to an existing 
machine).  Cover the keypad while you input your PIN.   

• Money belts.  I personally don’t use them, but through business and life I am somewhat 
embedded in Italy.  I don’t necessarily stand out until someone hears my accent.  Many people 
stand by money belts, and if they will give you peace of mind, use one.  I think that paying 
attention to your surroundings is key over money belts.  Thieves target those who don’t seem 
aware of what’s going on around them.

• While traveling, be sure to keep at least one extra credit card and - if possible- one extra debit 
card separate from your wallet and the rest of your cards.  This could mean leaving the extras 
in a hotel safe or your checked luggage while everything else is on your person while you’re flying 
or out and about.  That way if your wallet/backpack/purse/etc. is lost or stolen, or if your debit 
card gets eaten by a machine or demagnetized, you won’t be without money until you get 
everything sorted out.  Obviously, if you put a card in your checked luggage, don’t put it in plain 
sight.  Hide it inside your undies, a shoe, or whatever. 

• Clean out your wallet before you leave.  Don’t take more credit cards than you think you’ll use 
and take out all your membership passes, etc. (just more to deal with if your wallet is lost). 

TIPS & TRICKS
continued

http://breakingitalian.com
mailto:info@breakingitalian.com?subject=
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TIPS & TRICKS
continued

Valuables
I don’t recommend bringing a lot of valuables or highly sentimental items.  If you DO 
bring them, keep them in your carry-on and put them in a safe place upon arrival.  Prior 
to departure, take photos and write down serial numbers, etc. for insurance purposes 

Medicine
There is very little to no OTC medication available in Italy without going to a pharmacy 
and speaking to a pharmacist - not even vitamins.  Considering that the pharmacies 
close during pausa and for the day at around 8 pm, this could mean a miserable night 
unless I want to hoof it to the 24-hour pharmacy, wherever that may be (in some cities it 
rotates weekly).  I always bring a stash of what I need to get me through a headache or 
back pain, not being able to sleep, and a really bad cold.  One important clarification - if you need 
something and haven’t brought it, you’ll have to describe what ails you in front of a bunch of people so 
that they can figure out what to give you.  Don’t fancy announcing “I can’t poop” to a crowd of locals?  
Bring a laxative.  Consider yourself warned. 

If there’s any prescription medication you absolutely need while abroad (1) keep it in your carry-on 
(2) make sure you have more than enough with you and (3) bring a copy of the prescription.  Don’t 
count on someone being able to overnight it to you - it will almost certainly be delayed several days. 

“Don’t fancy 
announcing ‘I 
can’t poop’ 
to a crowd of 
locals?  Bring 
a laxative.” 

Mobile Phones
If you’re planning to use your American cell phone while abroad (T-Mobile in particular has pretty decent 
international plans these days) be sure to call before you leave and add international roaming.  
Otherwise, you may end up with a bill totaling in the thousands.  I’m not kidding - this didn’t happen to 
me, but several other people who did not take this advice were pissed when their bill arrived. 

You might also want to unlock your phone and use an Italian SIM, which can be purchased pretty easily, 
while you’re in Italy. 

Electricity
The electric system in Italy is not compatible with US appliances.  You’ll either need to bring dual 
voltage (it will say 220/110) hair dryers, shavers, etc., or bring a step-down converter.  If you don’t, you’ll 
fry your appliance.  Most electronics such as iPads, Macbooks, etc. already have dual-voltage 
chargers, and all you’ll need for those is a plug converter, which looks like this.   

And speaking of chargers, I highly recommend bringing a lipstick charger for your iPad, iPhone, etc.  
They can be the difference in keeping your sanity or not during an unexpectedly long layover. 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B007YL84VA?keywords=european%20plug%20converter&qid=1455158354&ref_=sr_1_1&sr=8-1
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B007YL84VA?keywords=european%20plug%20converter&qid=1455158354&ref_=sr_1_1&sr=8-1
http://breakingitalian.com
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TIPS & TRICKS
continued

Pausa
Would you believe that in other countries, they take breaks to eat and rest?  In Italy, many/most stores 
close down from around 1:30 to 3:30.  And, most places are also closed on Sunday.  In more 
metropolitan areas, you might find that some stores remain open.  Take the pausa into account when 
planning your day and maybe even take a break yourself (gasp!). 

Sunblock
If you’re going to be in Italy during the sunnier months, buy sunblock in the US before you leave.  
Italians think sunblock is ridiculous, charge enormous amounts of money for it, and consider 20 to be an 
extremely high SPF.  

Passport
This is probably pretty obvious, but check your passport and note its expiration.  
As of January 2016, Italy and all Schengen countries require that your passport 
be valid 6 months beyond your return date.  If it’s not, you may not be allowed 
to board your outbound plane, and you’ll be delayed until your passport is 
renewed.  If you need to get your first passport, or renew the one you have, allow 
up to six weeks to get it - unless you’re planning to pay to have it expedited. 

If you’re traveling with munchkins, be sure to get passports for all of them - yes, 
even babies!  Both parents must be present when applying for your little one’s 
very first passport, and you’ll need a copy of her birth certificate, too. 

More info on passports can be found at the US Department of State. 

Baby passports are a 
little hilarious and 
totally stinkin’ cute

http://www.travel.state.gov/content/travel/en.html
http://breakingitalian.com
mailto:info@breakingitalian.com?subject=
http://www.travel.state.gov/content/travel/en.html


breakingitalian.com | info@breakingitalian.com ©MAIARTS LLC Page !7

TIPS & TRICKS
continued

Cultural Differences
Italians are some of the warmest, most welcoming people 
on the planet.  However there are some things that 
Americans do that they find baffling: 
• eating and drinking on the street, unless it’s an ice 

cream or slice of pizza/focaccia during passeggiata.  
I’ve listened to Italians passionately complain about us 
Americans eating and drinking any old place, any old 
time (“and then he opened a f**king yogurt!!”).  They 
think we’re nuts for eating at our desks and carrying 
around our Starbucks (guilty.  Eating as I write this).  As 
far as they’re concerned, eating and drinking is what 
breaks are for, and I think they’re probably on to 
something.  My business meetings in Italy almost always 
involve taking a break to have an espresso at the bar, 
not at our desks.  One Italian colleague I hosted in 
America was mortified to learn that not only do we bring giant mugs of coffee to meetings, but we also 
stuff our faces with bagels and schmear while discussing important things.  It took a lot of reassuring 
to convince him it was okay to do this in the presence of a dean.  Even then he carried his mug far in 
front of his body like it was a day-old diaper. 

• wearing schlumpadinka clothes everywhere.  The only time you might see Italians dressed as 
casually as Americans is on Sunday afternoon (maybe), or when they’re exercising or at the beach.  
Otherwise, prepare to stand out if you’re going to wear big white sneakers, baseball caps, fanny 
packs, t-shirts, sweatshirts, or any of that other stuff most of us see as totally okay for being in public.   

• ordering coffee with dinner, and cappuccino in the afternoon.  Italians drink their coffee after dinner, 
and limit cappuccini to the morning.  In the afternoon they drink espresso.  If you want a little milk with 
it, order a macchiato.  A real macchiato is just espresso with a bit of foamed milk 
on top, not a 20-ounce hot chocolate masquerading as coffee. 

• leaving giganto tips.  At most restaurants the tip (servizio) is included.  Leaving 
a small amount above and beyond that (no more than 10%) is a nice and 
appreciated, but not necessary.  Leaving 20% or more is not necessary or 
customary, and probably a little obnoxious. 

One other note - if you are planning to visit religious sites during the summer 
months, be sure you’re dressed appropriately.  Unless you’re Jennifer Aniston, 
you may not be admitted to some churches if your shoulders aren’t covered or if you’re wearing shorts 
or an above-knee skirt.  There’s a reason guys are selling paper pants outside the Vatican.

How Italians see me 
with my toffee-nut 
latte

How I see myself with 
my toffee-nut latte

http://breakingitalian.com
mailto:info@breakingitalian.com?subject=
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/tvshowbiz/article-2159988/Jennifer-Aniston-flaunts-Vatican-City-dress-code-revealing-legs.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/tvshowbiz/article-2159988/Jennifer-Aniston-flaunts-Vatican-City-dress-code-revealing-legs.html
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PACK YOUR BAGS
like a boss

This is a list I developed after years of traveling to Italy. Just a warning that this list would probably make 
a certain public television host cry.  I am not a light packer.  But, I also  tend to stay put at a home base 
for two weeks or more and like to have what makes me comfy until I'm able to get to the store for 
reinforcements.  S**t happens and sometimes I arrive at my destination at night when everything’s 
closed, or get forced to spend the night somewhere I hadn’t planned on...which means I’d be a lot 
happier the next morning with some clean clothes, the luxury toiletries I hold dear, and a decent cup of 
coffee. This list assumes mild Italian fall or spring weather, access to a washer, and a 10-night stay.  I'm 
also assuming you're not a dude.  If you are, ditch the makeup, night cream, etc. (or not - no 
judgement!), and bring your Madmen ties and snazzy socks instead of the statement necklaces, and 
your nice fitting jeans in place of dresses.   

Some tips before you start packing:
• Post signs over areas where you're gathering items, i.e., "Carry-on," "Checked," and "Wear on Plane." 
• Use this printed list and check items off as they're packed, or an app such as Packing Pro 
• If you're tight on space, wear some of the heavier items such as jackets, boots, and jeans on the plane (if that's 

comfortable) 
• Use packing cubes to keep your things tidy and unwrinkled.  There are lots on the market, but my favorite brand 

of travel schtuff is Flight 001. 
• Instead of folding, pack flat using the cubes or folders.  
• Use shoe/boot bags to keep everything clean. 
• Bring a bag for your dirty laundry (also available from Flight 001) 
• Unless I know I'll be using massive amounts of a toiletry over the course of the trip, I decant all that type of stuff 

into smaller containers. No use hauling it all over if I don’t need it (again, Flight 001 has awesome ones.  No, I’m 
not receiving money from Flight 001.  I just really like their products).   

• You know those samples of luxury toiletries you get from Sephora shipments and whatnot?  I make sure to have 
lots of those (lotion, soap, etc.) in my carry-on.  They don't take much space in the tiny bag allowed by the TSA, 
and if I'm stranded overnight (or even days) without luggage at JFK or in Italy, I at least have something nice on 
hand until my luggage comes or I'm able to go buy something. 

• Shoes - I am not shy about bringing multiple pairs.  When choosing yours, remember that you'll be walking on 
cobblestones, that it could be raining, and that you'll be around a lot of fashionable Italians.  Thankfully there are 
lots of comfortable shoes and boots around these days that don't compromise on style, like Clarks, Cole Haan, 
and so on. 

• I like to bring and wear a lot of basic colors (like grey and black), and change my look or add a pop of color 
using accessories. 

• I like to bring a few packets of Starbucks Via coffee.  They don’t take up much space and I’m a grump when I 
can’t get a decent cuppa due to all the things that come up with travel. 

• Tape liquids shut and wrap them in plastic wrap and/or put them in a ziplock inside your wet pack.  That way if 
one of them opens in transit, the mess will stay contained. 

http://www.flight001.com/?gclid=CP77_K7a7soCFQtFaQodNsgMyg
http://breakingitalian.com
mailto:info@breakingitalian.com?subject=
http://www.flight001.com/?gclid=CP77_K7a7soCFQtFaQodNsgMyg
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CHECKED LUGGAGE

CLOTHES

SHOES

ACCESSORIES

TOILETRIES

OTHER STUFF

Dresses (2-3) 
Skirts (2) 
Leggings (2-3) 
Camis (3) 
Shirts (4) 
Cardi (2 - 1 light, 1 dark) 
Hoodie/light casual jacket (1) 
Jeans/pants (2) 
Socks (7) 
Undies (7) 
Bras (2 + what you wear) 
Exercise clothes - at least one full 
outfit, including jacket.  At least 2 
if you exercise regularly. 

Boots (1 pair - ideally waterproof, 
ideally dressy enough not to 
bring the final pair of shoes/boots 
in this category) 
Sport shoes (1 pair, for 
exercising/hiking) 
dressy shoe or boot 

Scarves (2-3) 
statement necklace (1-2) 
earrings (2-3) 
bracelet (2-3) 

any full-sized item from the carry-
on list on the next page that 
won't fit in the TSA bag/carry-on 
should go into your checked 
luggage.  If you can't live without 
it for 12 hours, pack a travel-
sized in carry-on as well. 

reusable shopping bag 
Sigg bottle 
bandaids 
blister care 
tweezers 
nail clippers 
ziplock bags (gallon) 
umbrella 

http://breakingitalian.com
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CARRY-ON LUGGAGE

CLOTHES MEDICAL

TOILETRIES

ENTERTAINMENT & 
ELECTRONICS

1 full outfit (in case your luggage 
is lost) 
Undies (2) 
pajamas 
Slippers/flip flops (1 pair - for 
shuffling around the apartment) 

Prescription medication 
printed prescription for any 
medication you can't live without 
pain relief (ibuprofen, Tylenol, 
etc.) 
Allergy medication, if you need it 
OTC sleeping medication 
OTC cold medicine 
vitamins 
first aid kit 

shampoo 
conditioner 
day cream 
night cream 
lip balm 
makeup 
makeup brushes/applicators 
hairspray 
perfume 
bath poof 
body wash 
body lotion 
deodorant 
toothpaste 
toothbrush 
tooth floss 

iPad/tablet 
e-reader 
device chargers 
step-down converter 
plug converters 
lipstick/portable chargers 
magazines 
headphones 

OTHER STUFF

Wet wipes 
Via instant coffee packets 
Kleenex 
Alarm clock (or use your phone) 
small LED flashlight (or use phone) 
Moleskine/pencil 
eye shade 

http://breakingitalian.com
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ON YOUR PERSON

DOCUMENTS

OTHER

tickets/boarding pass (I use the 
Passbook feature on my iPhone) 
passport 
name, number and address of 
where you’re going 

wallet 
phone 
house/car keys 
important numbers (pet sitter, 
doctor, pediatrician, etc.) 
note of where you’ve left the car 
reservations/itineraries (I like to 
keep it all in the Travel Guru app 
on my phone) 

MONEY

debit card 
credit card(s) 
Euro 
American dollars  

IN THE CLOUD

scan of passport 
scan/copy of prescriptions 
numbers to call in case credit cards are stolen (not the 1-800 numbers - they don’t work 
outside the US) 
phone number of your bank 
reservations, itinerary, etc. (as a backup in case you lose your phone or hard copies) 

http://breakingitalian.com
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PRE-TRIP SHOPPING

I NEED HOW MANY FROM THIS STORE

http://breakingitalian.com
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PRE-DEPARTURE 
CHECKLIST

call your bank and your credit card issuers.  Let them know when and where you’re going, and 
check on: 

transaction and ATM fees 
daily withdrawal amounts 

put a scan of your passport, credit card phone numbers, and other important info into the cloud, 
or send them to yourself in an email 
refill your prescriptions and get a copy of your prescription to bring with you 
let friends or neighbors know that you’re leaving and to keep an eye on the house 
give friends or family a copy of your itinerary 
purchase travel insurance if you think you need it 
call your cell phone carrier to add international roaming (if you want to use your American phone 
while abroad) and have them unlock your phone. 
clean out your wallet - leave anything you know you won’t need behind 
document any valuables you’re bringing with you (photos, serial numbers, etc.) 
turn down your water heater 
turn down your heat or AC 
set the timer for your lights 
if you have an alarm system, call them and let them know you’ll be gone, and what number they 
should call if there’s an incident 
make arrangements with a house/pet/plant sitter, if you need one 
have your mail held 
make sure all your devices are fully charged 
download any apps you’ll want for the trip 
purchase phrase book 
check/renew passport - Italy now requires that it be valid 6 months past the return date on your 
ticket 
change your voicemail/turn on email auto-responders 
take out the trash 

http://breakingitalian.com
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I’d love to meet you in Lucca! 

Check our website for dates/availability of upcoming trips, or email me. 

breakingitalian.com | info@breakingitalian.com 

Buon viaggio
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