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SOUTHERN ITALY

THE JOURNEY BEGINS
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It’s a view I never tire of: that first glimpse of Mt Vesuvius from the high-speed train to Naples. Looming large in the distance, it signals that I am home. Despite my northern Italian blood, my heart will always belong to the south. Nowhere else do I feel so in the moment, so intensely alive. Everything in the Mezzogiorno is cranked up to 11: the flavours of its produce, the baroque flourishes of its churches, the passion and generosity of its people. The beauty of southern Italy’s sun-bleached villages, ethereal coastlines and wild mountains borders on the sublime. It’s a magnificence not lost on a new generation of southern Italians, whose efforts at restoration and innovation are invigorating this long struggling half of the country with renewed self-belief and spark.

Cristian Bonetto

@CristianBonetto

A reformed TV soap writer and playwright, Cristian has been writing about travel, culture and food for almost two decades.
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My favourite experience is riding the chairlift to Monte Solaro on Capri, sugar-cube houses beneath my feet and the bluest of bays stretched towards Naples in ethereal silence.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Southern Italy


[image: ]

Puglia is a sunny region located in the heart of the Mediterranean. But it’s beyond just a land of warm hospitality – it’s a magical combination of cultural history, wild nightlife and unspoilt nature. Here, small villages shine through a unique light, and the flavours of a simple cuisine are reminiscent of a past where each civilisation that has come and gone left its indelible traces.

Stefania D’Ignoti

@stef_dgn (Twitter)

Stefania is a journalist and writer specialising in Italian culture and society.
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The Calabrian village of Badolato is fascinating because it encapsulates both the struggles and potential of this unsung part of Italy. Staying here not only gives you an insight into the intense close-knit relationships of a mountain town, but makes you think deeply about the urgent issue of migration and how that shapes places.

Paula Hardy

@paulahardy (Instagram)

A travel journalist for over 20 years, Paula contributes regularly to Lonely Planet and newspapers.
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Naples may have a rough exterior, but scratch beneath its graffiti-streaked surface to unearth treasures beyond your imagination. You’ll find Roman ruins layered upon 3000-year-old Greek streets, magical saints’ blood, frilly baroque palaces, and the best pizza you’ve ever had in your life. Take it slow; Naples is a Russian doll to be pried open one layer at a time, lest its contents overwhelm.

Eva Sandoval

@ieatmypigeon (Twitter + Instagram)

Eva writes about food and travel for publications like Condé Nast Traveler, BBC Future and Fodor’s Travel.
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When the island vibe beckons, I head to Favignana in Sicily’s Egadi Islands. I can’t get enough of its unpretentious cuisine and the nonchalance with which quarried tufa blocks are scattered around like Lego bricks. Islanders here make no attempt to manicure their island. Favignana is, first and foremost, their home where the day’s catch ends up in brown-paper cones of deep-fried frittura mista (mixed seafood) and wild botanicals end up in Isola di Favignana craft gin.

Nicola Williams

@tripalong (Twitter + Instagram)

Nicola is a travel writer, trail runner and mountain addict.

[image: jpg]

elesi/SHUTTERSTOCK ©





[image: Country Map]





BEACH BELLES

From Capri’s precipitous shores to Vulcano’s thermal waters, Italy’s southern coasts have seduced everyone from Odysseus to Onassis. Sole e mare (sun and sea) is the life force of the southern Italians, for whom summer beach time is sacrosanct, whether it be sharing trays of pasta al forno with relatives on the city seafront, partying on Puglia’s sandy sweeps, or hopping between Aeolian islands on a chartered yacht. August means peak crowds and heavy traffic.
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Baia delle Zagare | Maurizio De Mattei/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Ferry Services

A whole fleet of ferries serve southern Italy’s islands. Services run year-round but summer sees a surge in sailings and ticket prices.
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Beach Clubs

Many beaches are cordoned off into public and private sections. Entrance to a private lido or bagno includes a parasol-shaded sunlounger for the day.
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What to Wear

Cover up when going to the bathroom or sitting down to eat. Water shoes are a good idea at pebble beaches.


BEST BEACH & ISLAND EXPERIENCES
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Boat around the bays and beaches of the Costa degli Dei 1, home to summer hotspot Tropea and crystal-clear turquoise waters.

In Puglia’s wild, verdant Gargano, hike the Path of Love to the Baia delle Zagare 2, one of Italy’s finest beaches.

Party till dawn with the bronzed and hedonistic at the beach clubs of Gallipoli 3, Puglia’s summertime playground.

Switch between black-sand beaches, therapeutic mud baths and the turquoise waters of a partially collapsed crater on Sicily’s volcanic Aeolian Islands 4.

Island hop across the Gulf of Naples 5, from chic Capri to lemon-scented Procida and thermal Ischia, the largest and most developed island.





Ancient Relics

On plateaus, at the foot of volcanoes and behind museum glass they lie: veritable time machines catapulting travellers back millennia to an era of chitons, Cyclopses and Cicero. Southern Italy’s archaeological treasures are among the best preserved and most evocative in Europe, marked with the flames of pillaging invaders, the grooves of chariots and the graffiti of slaves and gladiators. Some are crowded and celebrated, others forlorn and overlooked: all have revealing tales to tell.
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Good Timing

Visit big sites in the early morning or late afternoon to avoid the worst heat and crowds. Spring and autumn are the best periods for sightseeing.
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Tour Guides

Beware of unauthorised tour guides at the entrance to archaeological sites. Ask to see their official licence and confirm the tour price beforehand.
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Fragile Goods

Ancient ruins are fragile; never use a flash when photographing frescoes and don’t climb on columns and other relics.


Best archaeological experiences
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Snoop around the frescoed bath houses, shops, villas and brothel of ancient Pompeii 1, frozen in time since 79 CE.

Marvel at underground Naples 2, the original Greek city of Neapolis and the impressive Roman aqueduct system.

Gaze out to sea and picture Carthaginian troops sailing to shore at the Valley of the Temples 3, Sicily’s most important classical site.

Take in a vivacious suite of Roman floor mosaics at Villa Romana del Tellaro 4, among the best preserved and most colourful in existence.

Applaud classical Greek dramas at Syracuse’s sweeping Teatro Greco 5, once the stomping ground of Aeschylus, the so-called father of tragedy.





Into the Wild

Less populated than Italy’s north, the Mezzogiorno has a wealth of raw landscapes to hike, bike, raft or forage. This is especially true of the ‘Deep South’. Here, huge national parks cover large swathes of Calabria and Basilicata, their dizzying gorges and torrents snaking through forests of beech, silver fir and rare Bosnian pines. Of course, you could always opt for a shorter amble high above the Amalfi Coast, making it back in time for aperitivo.
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Hiking Tips

The best weather for hiking is in spring (April to June) and early autumn (September). Trails are generally marked with daubed red and white symbols.
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Minority Villages

The mountains of Calabria and Basilicata are home to two of Italy’s historic ethno-linguistic minorities, the Arbëreshë (Italo-Albanians) and the Griko (Italo-Greeks).
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Parks Online

Southern Italy claims nine parchi nazionali (national parks). Check parks.it for useful information.


Best wilderness experiences
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Hike Italy’s largest national park, the Parco Nazionale del Pollino 1, where steep canyons and thick forests meet ancient mountain villages.

Wander somewhere between sea and clouds on the divine Sentiero degli Dei 2, within easy reach of the Amalfi Coast and its earthy pleasures.

Slow the pace among Aleppo pines, bone-white cliffs and coveted beaches on the Path of Love, a panoramic trail in Puglia’s Gargano 3.

Dive offshore from Lipari 4 to study the natural habitats of octopuses, eels, groupers and other sea creatures up close.

Plunge through frothing white-water rapids in the gorges of Gole del Raganello 5.




Village Life

Southern Italy’s towns and villages come in all shapes and colours, from sunny, pastel-hued fishing enclaves to brooding, cliff-clinging stone hamlets. Some are lapped by topaz waters, others encircled by forests. Stay a while, amble sleepy streets and country trails, strike up a conversation at the local bar, learn a few words in dialect. Connect.

[image: jpg]
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Best Borghi

The association I Borgi più belli d’Italia (borghipiubelliditalia.it) offers a handy directory of beautiful small towns and villages (borghi) throughout the south.

Park & Walk

As a general rule, it pays to find a car park on the edge of a town’s historic centre and continue on foot.


Best small-town experiences

[image: ]

Visit sherbet-coloured Marina Corricella 1, an impossibly gorgeous fishing village on sleepy Procida.

Bask in soul-stirring views of the Amalfi Coast from Ravello 2.

Devour famous pastries and catch a glimpse of Africa from super-snug Erice 3.

Keep your head in the clouds in Basilicata’s highest village, Pietrapertosa 4.

Cycle, quaff local wines and learn to make orecchiette pasta in Puglia’s fairy-tale town of Alberobello 5.




In the Piazza

The piazza is Italy’s communal living room, a place where locals prod market produce, sip spritzes and flaunt their threads. In the warmer months, many squares lure residents and visitors alike with concerts, films or even runway shows. Some are sweeping and silver-screen famous, others sleepy and raffish. All are portholes into southern life.

Size Matters

The difference between a piazza and a piazzetta is size – the latter is the diminutive form of piazza. The plural of piazza is piazze.
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Clue Up

Some piazze sit on ancient acropolises; others have witnessed uprisings and mass executions. A little research can dig up a wealth of anecdotes.
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Beyond Aperol

There’s more to a piazza-side spritz than Aperol. Consider ordering a delicately spiced spritz con Montenegro, or a bitter-sweet spritz con Campari, instead.


Best piazza experiences

[image: ]

Channel your inner Monica Bellucci on Syracuse’s cinematic Piazza del Duomo 1.

Spend a night with bohemians, students and party people on Naples’ Piazza Bellini 2, a convivial jumble of cafes, bars and ancient Greek ruins.

Slip on your designer sunglasses and strike a pose like a ’60s Hollywood icon on Capri’s see-and-be-seen Piazza Umberto I 3.

Enjoy Noto’s architectural jewel box, Piazza Municipio 4.

Sip a Puglian primitivo wine in the shadow of a baroque church on Piazzetta Castromediano 5, a heart-stealing square in the ‘Florence of the South’, Lecce.





Dolce Vita

In Francis Ford Coppola’s The Godfather, Castellano ad libs: ‘Leave the gun. Take the cannoli’. Wise words. Whether it’s Sicilian cassata or Campanian delizia di limone, the glutinous south serves up a plethora of luscious dolci (sweets). Every family has its favourite pasticceria, from where they order a vassoio (tray) of treats for Sunday lunch.

[image: jpg]
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Gelato Basics

Gelato is usually offered in a coppa (cup), cono (cone) or brioche bun. Often, you’ll be asked if you’d like it topped with panna (cream).

Holiday Treats

Festive specialities include zeppole di San Giuseppe (fried choux pastry topped with pastry cream) in March and Neapolitan mostaccioli (chocolate-glazed biscuits) at Christmas.


Best sweet experiences
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Test the limits of your self control at Pasticceria Poppella 1.

Celebrate the happy marriage of babà and tiramisu with a babamisù at Minori’s Sal de Riso 2.

Get your mitts on rare Sicilian treats at I Segreti del Chiostro 3.

Drool over Latte Pa’s 4 brioche oozing mulberry, pistachio or watermelon gelato on Mondello’s beachfront.

Hit Lecce’s in-the-know Caffè L’Incontro 5 to sample the Salento region’s famous pasticciotto.





The Wine List

Italy’s vineyards don’t stop in Tuscany. The Mezzogiorno harbours some of the country’s most exciting and underrated wine regions. Some straddle coveted coastlines, others menacing volcanoes or far-flung, fig-strewn hills. Book a tour of a next-gen winery or simply kick back at a neighbourhood enoteca (wine bar) and quaff a blend you’ve likely never heard of.

Vineyard Visits

Make sure to book ahead as walk-ins are not always accepted. Note also that tasting fees might be waived if you buy some wine.

[image: jpg]
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Classifications

Italy’s wines are classified: DOCG (Denominazione di Origine Controllata e Garantita); DOC (Denominazione di Origine Controllata); IGT (Indicazione Geografica Tipica); vino da tavola (table wine).

[image: jpg]
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Tastings

In towns and cities, almost every enoteca offers a degustazione (tasting) of at least one or two local wines.


Best viticultural experiences

[image: ]

Book a private vineyard tour and fine-dining lunch high above the Amalfi Coast, home to Cantine Marisa Cuomo 1.

Discover the delicious, dusty flavour of Calabria’s rare Gaglioppo grape and the revolutionary winemakers helping it shine in Cirò 2.

Savour sweet Malvasia dessert wine with a winemaker in a family-run winery on the Aeolian island of Salina 3.

A sunset aperitivo at beautiful vineyard, Soffio sulle Isole 4, glass of volcanic red or sweet Malvasia in hand, is out of this world.

Trundle by train through winemaking villages on the slopes of Mt Etna along Strada del Vino dell’Etna 5 wine route




Saints & Saviour

Religion has inspired many of southern Italy’s most magnificent works of art and architecture, from Byzantine mosaics and deeply poignant sculptures, to gloriously frescoed cathedrals. For centuries, chapels and churches were constructed as the status symbols for religious orders and rulers, who commissioned the day’s greatest artists and artisans to realise their lofty ambitions. Today, these monuments to faith and favour are dazzling testaments to the passion and genius of the southern Italians.

[image: jpg]
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Cover Up

Some churches may refuse you entry if ‘inappropriately dressed’. Regardless of gender, cover your shoulders and knees and wear shoes.
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Holy Shindigs

Southern Italian towns celebrate their patron saints in spectacular fashion. Top events include Catania’s Festa di Sant’Agata and Syracuse’s Festa di San Sebastiano.
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Out for Lunch

Churches often close for an hour or more at lunch. Many also prohibit sightseeing visits during Mass.


Best sacred experiences
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Relive biblical episodes in the meticulously detailed mosaics of Sicily’s Cattedrale di Monreale 1, commissioned after the Virgin’s apparition to a Norman king.

Marvel at the wafer-thin marble veil shrouding Christ in Giuseppe Sanmartino’s Cristo velato in Naples’ Cappella Sansevero 2.

Crack the symbolism carved into the facade of the Basilica di Santa Croce 3, a poster child for Lecce’s exuberant take on baroque.

Enjoy the colour pop of rare Lombard-era frescoes inside Matera’s Cripta del Peccato Originale 4, one of the most spectacular of Basilicata’s curious chiese rupestri (cave churches).

Lose yourself in Italy’s biggest monastery, the Certosa di Padula 5, a mega Carthusian charterhouse.




Battlements & Ballrooms

For centuries, emperors, kings and queens from across Europe battled over the Mezzogiorno, conquering, shaping and losing territories in a long waltz of kingdom making and breaking. While the lights have long come up on their courts, their lives, tastes and triumphs live on in the mighty castles and palaces they’ve left behind. Seek out stories, scandals and legends in southern Italy’s suite of mosaicked bedrooms, Gothic halls, baroque ballrooms and brooding castle prisons.

[image: jpg]
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Special Events

Castles and palaces are often used to host concerts and cultural events, particularly in the summer festival season. It’s always worth checking.
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Audio Guides

It’s often worth paying the extra couple of euros for an audio guide to better appreciate a building’s history, architecture and art.
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Golden Hour

Many buildings look their best in the early evening when the sun dips and the light takes on a soft golden hue.


Best castle & palace experiences

[image: ]

Wear out the soles of your shoes at King Charles VII’s gargantuan, fresco-pimped Reggia di Caserta 1, Italy’s gobsmacking answer to Versailles.

Revel in the exoticism of Arab-Norman architecture at Palermo’s glittering Cappella Palatina and Palazzo dei Normanni 2.

Ponder Saracen raids, festering nuns and political prisoners at Ischia’s stoic Castello Aragonese 3, looming high above the Tyrhennian Sea.

Wander Palazzo Reale’s 4rooms and be awed by the opulent marble scalone d’onore staircase and the gilt and marble Royal Chapel.

Scan the surrounds for marauding pirates at Castello di Lipari 5, the island’s impressive clifftop citadel.




Big-city Rush

Italy’s big southern cities are a full-throttle rush of grit and glam: unruly traffic, soul-stirring architecture, cracked footpaths, coveted boutiques and indie-spirited, bar-jammed lanes. Whether it’s Naples, Palermo or Catania, dive into a torrent of boisterous street markets, art-jammed palaces and see-and-be-seen squares. Your reward: a taste of southern spirit at its most visceral and downright fun.

[image: jpg]
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Street Art

In Naples, seek out mega murals by Jorit. In Palermo and Catania, keep your eyes peeled for works by Nicolò Amato, Tutto e Niente and Ligama.
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City Passes

You can save money on sightseeing and transport by buying an Artecard (campaniartecard.it) in Naples, or a Palermo Tourist Card (pmocard.it) in Sicily’s capital.

[image: jpg]
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Shopping

Hit the shops for stylish clothes and shoes, along with handmade leather goods and glassware. You could also stock up on homeware and deli treats.


Best urban experiences
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Dress up and enjoy a night of world-class arias or pirouettes at Naples’ illustrious Teatro San Carlo 1.

Immerse yourself in gob-smacking metro station installations 2 in Naples, designed by world-renowned artists.

Honour heroes who’ve died in Sicily’s anti-Mafia fight on a DIY street-art tour 3 in Palermo’s Il Capo ’hood.

Hop between local artisan studios 4 and stock up on creative, one-of-a-kind pieces one-of-a-kind pieces off Palermo’s main strip.

Work up an appetite ambling La Pescheria 5 (A’ Piscaria), Catania’s operatic fish and produce market.









REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Southern Highlights

[image: ]

Allow: 7 Days
Distance: 480km

This whistle-stop tour takes in many of southern Italy’s most extraordinary assets, from vibrant, art-crammed cities to impossibly beautiful coastlines that have seduced emperors and poets. Dive into cerulean blue seas, descend into a mystical gorge, and cycle between storybook villages.

[image: ]

[image: jpg]

Alessandro Tortora/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 NAPLES [image: ] 2 DAYS

Start your southern sojourn with a bang in Naples, home to Italy’s most exuberant street life and its best pizza and espresso. Slip into majolica-tiled cloisters, frescoed churches and an archaeological museum packed with treasures from Pompeii and Herculaneum.

[image: ] Detour: Take the suburban Circumvesuviana train to wander the time-warped streets of ill-fated Pompeii or Herculaneum. [image: ] 6 hours.
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2 CAPRI [image: ] 1 DAY

Slip on your superstar shades and sail to Capri, the most fabled island in the Bay of Naples. If you’re feeling boujie, people watch and shop-hop Capri’s chi-chi boutiques. If not, hike up to the ruins of ancient Villa Jovis or hit one of numerous bucolic trails. The spectacular chairlift ride from Anacapri to Monte Solaro is non-negotiable.
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3 POSITANO [image: ] 1 DAY

The best way to reach Positano, the Amalfi Coast’s most Instagrammable town, is by sea. Sailing in, pastel-coloured houses tumble down the cliffs towards its pebbly, parasol-lined main beach. Take a boat tour to a secluded cove, browse boutiques for local linen and feast on the freshest local seafood.

[image: ] Detour: Hike the cloud-bursting Sentiero degli Dei trail. [image: ] 5 hours.
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4 AMALFI [image: ] 1 DAY

Your next port of call is Amalfi, a maritime superpower in medieval times. Amble the tranquil cloisters of its iconic Cattedrale di Sant’Andrea and learn about the town’s centuries-old tradition of artisanal paper making.

[image: ] Detour: Catch a bus up to Ravello to take in its lush, world-famous gardens and the best views on the Amalfi Coast. [image: ] 3 hours.

[image: jpg]

Ragemax/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 MATERA [image: ] 1 DAY

Leave Amalfi behind for Basilicata’s inimitable Matera, an ancient settlement renowned for its sassi (hand-hewn cave dwellings). Wander its Escher-esque alleys, hike its gravina (gorge) and visit the once-lost Cripta del Peccato Originale, adorned with rare and vivid Lombard-period frescoes.

[image: ] Detour: Take a drive through Basilicata’s so-called Badlands, home to the film-famous ghost town of Craco. [image: ] 4 hours.
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6 LECCE [image: ] 1 DAY

Wrap things up in luminous Lecce, where the flamboyant baroque architecture makes for a quixotic epilogue. Seek out its outrageously ornate Basilica di Santa Croce, hunt down its famous pasticciotto pastry, and toast your speedy return in one of Lecce’s lively, bar-flanked squares. To really make an exit, learn the moves of the pizzica, the Salento’s famous folk dance.





ITINERARIES

Tyrrhenian Island Hop

[image: ]

Allow: 9 Days
Distance: 430km

Sail across the Mar Tirreno on this salty jaunt from Naples to Sicily’s fabled Aeolian Islands. Hike vine-laced hills, luxuriate in thermal pools and sip local Malvasia in sun-peeled villages. When night falls, watch one of the world’s most active volcanoes light up an ink-black sky.

[image: ]


1 NAPLES [image: ] 2 DAYS

Naples is an island in the figurative sense, a fact reflected in its highly distinct culture, language and attitude. Savour these in its street markets and on the chiaroscuro streets of its historic centre, a heady jumble of boisterous baristas, superstitious shrines and superlative art.

[image: ] Detour: Catch a commuter train to the Reggia di Caserta, a jaw-dropping royal palace. [image: ] 1 day
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2 ISCHIA [image: ] 2 DAYS

Explore verdant Ischia, the largest island in the Bay of Naples. Snoop around its mighty medieval castle, lunch on Ischia’s celebrated rabbit stew or simply hop between thermal pools at Negombo, a thermal spa scattered with sculptures. Or you could lace up your hiking boots and hit its trails; the views are worth it.

3 LIPARI [image: ] 1 DAY

Arriving by overnight ferry from Naples, explore the Aeolians’ largest island, Lipari. Learn about the archipelago’s fiery history, geology and volcanology at Lipari town’s top-notch Museo Archeologico Regionale Eoliano inside castle walls, and shop for artisan jewellery set with jet-black obsidian (volcanic glass formed by solidifying magma) and crafted in gold smelted in lava rock.

[image: jpg]

Via del Concordato, Lipari | Marco Crupi/shutterstock ©


4 SALINA [image: ] 1 DAY

Hop to the Aeolians’ most verdant island, Salina, with its twin extinct volcanoes that are among the archipelago’s highest peaks. Bus it to Lingua to taste Salina’s sweet Malvasia wine with a winemaker and beach-flop with some of Sicily’s best granita (flavoured crushed-ice drink). End on the island’s western shore with a killer sunset in fishing hamlet Pollara.

5 STROMBOLI [image: ] 2 DAYS

Walking up the black slopes of Stromboli’s active volcano to watch its nightly eruptions light up the sky is a must. Reserve your guided sunset hike to 400m in advance. Spend the day exploring the island’s black-sand beaches. On the second day, hike around Ginostra and savour the island’s alfresco drinking, dining and movie scenes after dark.

[image: jpg]
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6 VULCANO [image: ] 1 DAY

It’s worth lingering on Stromboli’s little sister, likewise presided over by an active volcano. From the sulphurous fumes that hit you on arrival to the visibly smoking crater visible from almost every point, Vulcano is a fascinating window on daily life with a volcano.





ITINERARIES

The Deep South

[image: ]

Allow: 7 Days
Distance: 575km

Touching some of the rawest corners of the Mezzogiorno, this evocative road trip across Basilicata and Calabria will see you travelling from Matera’s ancient caves to the legendary Riace Bronzes of Reggio di Calabria.

[image: ]

1 MATERA [image: ] 1 DAY

Set a mystical tone in Matera, exploring its otherworldly chiese rupestri (cave churches) and learning about its painful past at Casa Noha. Drop by Palazzo Lanfranchi to view Carlo Levi’s renowned mural Lucania ’61 and sample Basilicata’s celebrated crusco pepper.

[image: ] Detour: Make a side trip to the ancient Greek ruins of Metaponto, former stomping ground of Pythagoras. [image: ] 4 hours.
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2 PIETRAPERTOSA [image: ] 1 DAY

Head west into the Lucanian Apennines, an undulating wilderness scattered with brooding mountain villages. Wander the atmospheric streets of Pietrapertosa, connected to the equally atmospheric village of Castelmezzano by one of the world’s longest zip lines, the ‘Flight of the Angel’.

[image: jpg]

Pietrapertosa | Fabio Boccuzzi/shutterstock ©

3 PARCO NAZIONALE DEL POLLINO [image: ] 1 DAY

Twist deeper south into the wilds of the Parco Nazionale del Pollino, a rocky curtain separating the region from the rest of Italy. Consider basing yourself in Rotonda or Viggianello to hike forests of beech and rare Bosnian pine, river-trek steep canyons and encounter the unique culture of its Arbëresh-speaking villages.

4 MARATEA [image: ] 2 DAYS

Lungs filled with mountain air, twist your way down towards the Tyrrhenian Sea and criminally charming Maratea. Sail out on its crystalline waters for a dive or a dip at a secret swimming spot, hike up to the Redeemer for heavenly coastal views, or simply lap up the town’s low-key Amalfi-esque vibe, spritz or gelato in hand.


5 COSTA DEGLI DEI [image: ] 1 DAY

More coastal dolce vita awaits on Calabria’s spectacular Costa degli Dei. Get happily lost in Tropea’s labyrinthine lanes, cool down in Capo Vaticano’s limpid waters and catch one of the finest sunsets in all of Italy.

[image: ] Detour: If you like it hot, take your taste buds inland to Spilinga to savour its famous ’nduja sausage. [image: ] 4 hours.
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6 REGGIO DI CALABRIA [image: ] 1 DAY

Continue south along the coast to Reggio di Calabria to meet the city’s famous Bronzi di Riace. Holed up in the Museo Archeologico Nazionale, the two 5th-century BCE statues are southern Italy’s answer to Florence’s David. For a delicious epilogue, secure a table at L’A Gourmet L’Accademia.





ITINERARIES

Jewels of Sicily

[image: ]

Allow: 10 Days Distance: 755km

This circular grand tour takes you from the Byzantine mosaics, Arabesque domes and frescoed cupolas of urban Palermo to ancient Greek temples by the sea, beautiful baroque hill towns and magnificent Mt Etna. Feasting exceedingly well, on Sicilian cuisine, is unavoidable.

[image: ]
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Cefalù | Andrew Mayovskyy/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 PALERMO [image: ] 2 DAYS

Start in Palermo, exploring its monumental cathedral, royal palace and churches glittering with Byzantine mosaics. In between blockbuster sights, mooch vibrant street markets, art-plastered backstreets and lanes specked with artisan boutiques.

[image: ] Detour: Catch a bus to the hilltop village of Monreale to be dazzled by shimmering-gold Byzantine mosaics in its Norman cathedral. [image: ] 5 hours.
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2 AGRIGENTO [image: ] 1 DAY

In Agrigento, explore Sicily’s most enthralling archaeological site: the Valley of the Temples. Gaze out at the Mediterranean as you ponder the many civilisations who have crossed its blue expanse over millennia, each helping to shape the Sicily of today. Surviving raids, looters and earthquakes, these ruins encompass the once glorious Greek city of Akragas.
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3 SYRACUSE [image: ] 2 DAYS

Split your time in Syracuse between the ancient island-city of Ortygia, with oysters at the market for lunch, and the Parco Archeologico’s vast Graeco-Roman ruins. Potter along the coast towards Noto for a sunset swim.

[image: ] Detour: Cherry-pick a showpiece baroque town in Val di Noto; Scicli is the most relaxed place to stay if adding an overnight stop. [image: ] 5 hours.
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4 CATANIA [image: ] 3 DAYS

Continue up the coast to Catania, Sicily’s second-largest city. Its World Heritage–listed old town and baroque piazzas, stucco-stitched churches, Roman ruins and raucous fish market make light work of a couple of days. Dining is also sensational. Navigating the menacing slopes of Mt Etna with a mash-up of cable car, 4WD and on foot ticks off another day.

[image: jpg]
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5 TAORMINA [image: ] 1 DAY

Take your foot off the pedal in super-chic resort town Taormina. Chill atop clifftops with breathless Mt Etna views, meander old-world alleys, sea dip, scoff cannoli and catch a moonlit theatre performance in the town’s spectacular Greek theatre.

[image: ] Detour: Break from driving with a train tour of Etna’s prestigious vineyards; hop aboard Strada del Vino dell’Etna in Riposto. [image: ] 1 day.
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6 CEFALÙ [image: ] 1 DAY

Loop back to Palermo along the beach-laced Tyrrhenian Coast. Spend the day en route in Cefalù, where Sicily’s finest stretch of powder-soft gold sand and the 12th-century, World Heritage–listed cathedral vie for your attention.

[image: ] Detour: En route to Palermo, dose up on green mountain splendour and hilltop castles in the Madonie peaks; Caccamo is an excellent starting point. [image: ] 3 hours.
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WHEN TO GO

While southern Italians relish their summer beach time, each season offers a nuanced slice of the Mezzogiorno.

Southern Italy sings in summer. Piazzas buzz with evening concerts and locals move much of their social life to the beach, sharing trays of pasta al forno (pasta bake), sipping beach-club mojitos or taking selfies on bobbing yachts. In August, the big cities slow right down as locals flee to hotspots like the Amalfi Coast, Tropea and Cefalù. Tourist crowds thin but the heat continues through September, with daily maximum temperatures still hitting the 30s. As autumn progresses, attention turns inland, to hikes in crimson-hued Calabrian forests, sagre (food festivals) celebrating mushrooms, chestnuts and vino novello (‘young’ wine), and hearty farm stay feasts.

Hotspot Hack

If you have your heart set on visiting famous coastal playgrounds such as Capri, the Amalfi Coast or Taormina, plan your trip for May or September, and book well ahead for the best deals, weather and chance of enjoying the sights sans heaving crowds.

[image: jpg]

Carnevale, Acireale | Chiara Magi/shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE

Yuletide traditions

Laura Thayer is based in Amalfi. She’s a travel writer and runs the website ciaoamalfi.com

‘The Christmas season in Amalfi unofficially kicks off with the festival for the town’s patron Sant’ Andrea on 30 November. The winter festival has a decidedly more local feel than the summer celebrations, yet with the same impressive religious procession. Visit Amalfi for Capodanno (New Year’s Eve) and ring in the New Year with a massive fireworks display over the harbour.’




AFRICAN WINDS

Originating as a dry wind in the Sahara, the strong, southerly scirocco picks up moisture as it crosses the Mediterranean, bringing warm, humid air, reduced visibility and sandy, red-tinged rain to southern Italy. Scirocco winds are most common in March and November.




CRAZY MARCH!

The popular Italian proverb ‘Marzo è pazzo’ (March is crazy) is dead on: the calendar’s third month is highly unpredictable. Expect swings from stinging rains and near-freezing lows, to sunny days that can reach the low 20°Cs. Bring layers and an umbrella.

Blockbuster Events

Carnevale is celebrated across Italy with elaborate costumes and festive treats. Acireale hosts one of the country’s most spectacular pre-Lenten parades, with show-stopping floats and giant papier-mâché caricatures. [image: ] February

Syracuse’s ancient theatre is the setting for Fondazione INDA al Teatro Greco, a world-class season of classical Greek drama featuring some of Italy’s most acclaimed performers. [image: ] May–July

Taormina Arte turns Sicily’s chicest resort town into a cultural hotspot with its prestigious film festival and acclaimed season of theatre, opera and music acts at Taormina’s panoramic Greek theatre. [image: ] June–September

The Ravello Festival draws some of the world’s foremost musical talent to the Amalfi Coast with a season of mainly orchestral and chamber music performances. Many concerts are held in the panoramic gardens of Villa Rufolo. [image: ] July–August

Local & Quirkier Festivals

Catania’s Festa di Sant’Agata sees over a million people take to the streets for three days of religious processions, street food, music and fireworks. [image: ] February

The baroque town of Noto celebrates Infiorata by transforming Via Corrado Nicolaci into a series of murals made entirely of flower petals. This famous ode to spring also includes music and dance performances. [image: ] May

For centuries, Materahas honoured its patron saint with the Sagra della Madonna della Bruna, a week-long festival that culminates in the feverish mass destruction of a papier-mâché float. [image: ] July

Ischia’s Festa di Sant’Anna features an allegorical burning of the island’s 15th-century castle, with fireworks and elaborate floats taking to the water. [image: ] July

[image: jpg]

Duomo, Syracuse | MAZUR TRAVEL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


I LIVE HERE

Manna love

Mario Cicero is a manna producer and co-founder of Madonie Explorer @madonieexplorers

‘At the end of June, I start to observe the trees to understand when they will be ready to give me their precious sap. The place I go is a rural area between Castelbuono and the nearby village of Pollina, a kind of valley at the foot of the Carbonara Massif. It’s mostly planted with ash trees and is the only place in the world where manna is still produced.’



SUNSHINE CAPITALS

Syracuse and Catania are Italy’s sunniest cities, each averaging 346 hours of sunshine monthly. The Sicilian cities are also two of the warmest in Italy, with mean daily maximums of 32°C in July and August, and 16°C in January and February.

Weather through the year


[image: jpg]

JANUARY

Ave. daytime max: 13°C

Days of rainfall: 7

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Ave. daytime max: 13°C

Days of rainfall: 7
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MARCH

Ave. daytime max: 15°C

Days of rainfall: 6

[image: jpg]

APRIL

Ave. daytime max: 18°C

Days of rainfall: 6

[image: jpg]

MAY

Ave. daytime max: 23°C

Days of rainfall: 4

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Ave. daytime max: 27°C

Days of rainfall: 3

[image: jpg]

JULY

Ave. daytime max: 30°C

Days of rainfall: 2

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Ave. daytime max: 30°C

Days of rainfall: 3

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 27°C

Days of rainfall: 6

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Ave. daytime max: 22°C

Days of rainfall: 7

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 17°C

Days of rainfall: 9

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 14°C

Days of rainfall: 8







GET PREPARED FOR SOUTHERN ITALY

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain


[image: jpg]

Outdoor dining near Teatro Massimo, Palermo | JONATHON STOKES/LONELY PLANET ©

Clothes

Smart casual: While shorts and tees are fine for summer sightseeing, beaches and pizzerias, long-sleeved shirts, trousers or frocks are better for restaurants, dinner parties or the opera. Guys, invest in a blazer to dress up jeans or chinos. In summer, linen shirts are versatile and comfortable. Women, pack a cocktail dress or pant suit. A scarf or shawl is handy for covering up in churches.

Shoes: High heels are precarious on cobblestones – consider stylish flats. Invest in comfortable, supportive walking shoes for sightseeing and nature walks.

Sunhat & sunglasses: A broad-rimmed sunhat and sunglasses are essential in warmer months. The southern sun is harsh and archaeological sites often lack shade.


Manners

Locals tend to have a relaxed approach to time keeping. Expect everything and everyone to arrive a little late.

Making a good impression (fare bella figura) is essential. If you’re invited to someone’s house for a meal, you should bring wine or a tray of dolci (sweets) from a pasticceria.




READ

[image: jpg]

The Neapolitan Novels (Elena Ferrante; 2011–14) A toxic friendship set against the backdrop of modern-day Naples and Ischia.

[image: jpg]

Sicilian Splendors: Discovering the Secret Places That Speak to the Heart (John Keahey; 2018) Engaging travelogue.

[image: jpg]

Christ Stopped at Eboli (Carlo Levi; 1945) Poignant recollections from a writer exiled by fascists to a mountain village in Basilicata.

[image: jpg]

Gomorrah: Italy’s Other Mafia (Roberto Saviano; 2008) Saviano’s book tackles the subject of the Mafia with bracing frankness.




Words

‘Salve’ (sàl-ve) is the best way to say ‘hello’ if you’re not sure whether or not to be formal. The more famous ‘ciao’ is generally reserved for informal situations.

‘Come stai?’ (co-meh stye) is Italian for ‘How are you?’. In formal situations, use ‘come sta?’. The standard reply is ‘bene, grazie’ (well, thanks), though a disgruntled Italian may reply ‘insomma’, the verbal equivalent of an exasperated sigh.

‘Piacere’ (pya-chair-eh) literally means ‘pleasure’ but is used to say ‘pleased to meet you’. Preceded by ‘per’, it becomes ‘please’. Another way to say please is ‘per favore’.

‘Grazie’ (grahz-yeh) is ‘thank you’. If especially grateful, opt for ‘mille grazie’ (literally ‘1000 thank yous’) or ‘grazie infinite’ (infinite thanks).

‘Mi scusi’ (mee skoo-zee) means ‘excuse me’ and is handy when pushing through crowds or needing someone’s attention.

‘Di niente’ (dee nyen-teh) is the equivalent of ‘you’re welcome’.

‘Attenzione’ (ah-ten-syo-neh) is a call to pay attention. It’s commonly used to warn of an imminent risk, such as an approaching vehicle or an obstruction.

‘Tesoro’ (teh-saw-row) means ‘treasure’ and is a common term of affection between friends and lovers, regardless of gender.

‘Pazzesco’ (pah-tzes-co) translates as ‘crazy’ and can be used positively to express awe at a sight or event, or negatively to express incredulity at an unfortunate situation.




WATCH

Il Postino (Michael Radford; 1994) Exiled poet Pablo Neruda brings passion to a drowsy southern isle and a misfit postman.

Marriage, Italian-Style (Vittorio De Sica; 1964) Sophia Loren shines in this comedy (pictured).

Cinema Paradiso (Giuseppe Tornatore; 1988) A director returns to Sicily and rediscovers his true loves.

My Brilliant Friend (2018–23) Naples and Ischia in thrilling living colour.

Benvenuti al Sud (Luca Miniero; 2010) Italy’s north-south divide drives this comedy.

[image: jpg]
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LISTEN

Salvamm’o munno (Enzo Avitabile; 2004) Neapolitan singer-songwriter Enzo Avitabile embraces southern Italy’s bottari rhythm.

Mood Street (PeppOh; 2020) Contemporary rapper and soulman PeppOh blends trap, hip hop and indie ballads for his unique, yet totally Neapolitan, sound.

D’acqua e di rosi (Mario Incudine; 2017) The voice of contemporary Sicilian folk music.

The Platinum Collection (Carmen Consoli; 2017) The best ‘best of’ album from Sicily’s best-known singer-songwriter.








THE FOOD SCENE


Forget Catholicism: the Mezzogiorno’s true religion is food. Loosen your belt, raise your glass and worship at the southern table.



[image: jpg]

Orecchiette pasta from Puglia | Sabino Parente/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The Italian adage ‘A tavola non si invecchia’ (One does not get old at the table) is a reminder to enjoy life to the fullest. It’s a philosophy that underpins the art of eating in the Mezzogiorno. From mouthwatering street markets heaving with sardines and Amalfi lemons, to Slow Food trattorias serving nonna’s version of peperoni ripieni (stuffed peppers), Italy’s south serves up a joyous spread that celebrates a sun-drenched land that has known both crushing poverty and regal decadence. This is reflected in its culinary offerings, which span humble dishes such as pasta mollicata (pasta with anchovies, tomato, garlic, onion and stale bread) to flamboyant sartù di riso, a baked rice timbale stuffed with meatballs, pork sausage, eggs, mozzarella, peas and Neapolitan ragù. At both ends of the scale, a reverence for tradition and prime local produce are non-negotiable. After all, food here is more than sustenance; it’s a fierce source of regional pride, shaping everything from local idioms to Sophia Loren’s iconic role in The Gold of Naples.

Southern Home Staples

Peer inside a southern pantry and you’re guaranteed to find extra-virgin olive oil, used to dress salads and vegetables and to sauté the indispensable soffritto, a holy trinity of diced onions, carrots and celery that together form the base for most sauces, soups and stews. Other essentials include bottles of passata (pureed tomatoes) and tins of pomodori pellati (peeled tomatoes), the most prized of which are the San Marzano variety. Of course, it wouldn’t be a southern pantry without pasta secca (dry pasta), the countless forms of which include Puglia’s ear-shaped orecchiette. Note also the jars of capers, anchovies and sotto aceti (pickled vegetables). Behind them you might find a packet of cruschi (dried, sweet peppers from Basilicata). Snack on taralli (crunchy, ring-shaped crackers) while scanning the fridge for ’nduja (a spicy, spreadable Calabrian sausage), buffalo-milk mozzarella, smoky provolone and sharp, tangy caciocavallo cheese. On standby in the drinks cabinet: classic southern digestivi (digestifs) such as zesty Campanian limoncello (lemon liqueur) and herbaceous Calabrian Vecchio Amaro del Capo.

Vegetarians & Vegans

Although dedicated meat-free eateries are thin on the ground, vegetarians will have little trouble eating well in southern Italy. Markets burst with prized local fruits, vegetables and nuts, and even the meatiest menus usually include some vegetarian antipasti, pasta dishes and contorni (sides). Many of the south’s culinary traditions are rooted in vegetable and legume-based cucina povera (cuisine of the poor), and some of its must-try dishes are vegetarian, including parmigiana di melanzane (eggplant parmigiana), insalata caprese (mozzarella, tomato and basil salad) and sweet-and-sour caponata, a Sicilian melange of fried eggplants, tomatoes, olives and onions.

Vegans will be in for a tougher time. Many dishes include eggs or butter, and even seemingly innocuous dishes such as pasta e fagioli (pasta with beans) may include animal products. If you’re unsure, ask ‘È vegetariano/vegano?’ (Is it vegetarian/vegan?). At pizzerias, you can always ask for a pizza ‘senza formaggio’ (without cheese). Vegans can download the free HappyCow app, which lists vegan-friendly eateries.
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Insalata caprese | Wojciech Bobrowicz/shutterstock ©


FOOD & WINE FESTIVALS

Wine & the City (wineandthecity.it; May/Jun) Naples’ foremost food and wine festival includes tastings, dinners and cultural events over several weeks.

Pizza Village (pizzavillage.it; Jun) Europe’s biggest pizza party, with 10 nights of pizza stalls, masterclasses and tunes in Naples.

Stragusto (stragusto.it; Jul) Five days of Mediterranean street food on Trapani’s Piazza Mercato del Pesce.

Sagra del Peperoncino (peperoncinofestival.org; Sep) A five-day tribute to chilli peppers in Diamante.

Cous Cous Festival (couscousfest.it; Sep) San Vito Lo Capo’s 10-day celebration of couscous in all its cultural iterations.

Scale del Gusto (scaledelgusto.it; Oct) For three days, the staircase connecting Ragusa’s old and new towns transforms into a feast of Sicilian food, wine and art.
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Sagra del Peperoncino, Diamante | Image Professionals GmbH/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Pizza Napoletana

An epicurean Vatican City, Naples is the venerated capital of that religion known as pizza. Widely considered the world’s best and most authentic, pizza napoletana is wood-fired, with a thick, charred, fluffy cornicione (crust) and a slightly underdone, floppy centre. Purists will tell you that you can’t top a classic margherita, a simple combo of San Marzano tomatoes, fior di latte (or buffalo mozzarella) cheese, fresh basil and extra virgin olive oil. Whatever combo you choose, you’ll find that a true Neapolitan pizza has relatively little cheese – just a few scattered dabs. Pizza is commonly cut into four or eight slices and eaten with a fork and knife. That said, it’s completely acceptable to use your hands. If opting for the latter, gently fold your slice inwards so that toppings don’t slide off it (like a pro!).


Best Southern Italy Dishes

GNOCCHI ALLA SORRENTINA

Baked gnocchi with sugo, mozzarella and parmesan.

RAGÙ NAPOLETANO

Slow-cooked Neapolitan meat sauce.

ZITI ALLA GENOVESE

Ziti pasta in a rich onion and meat sauce.

SCIALATIELLI CON PEPERONE CRUSCO

Scialatielli pasta with crispy red peppers.

PASTA ALLA NORMA

Pasta with eggplants, ricotta, basil and tomatoes.

SARDE A BECCAFICO

Sardines stuffed with breadcrumbs, pine nuts, currants and anchovies.

ORECCHIETTE CON CIME DI RAPA

Pasta with broccoli rabe, chilli, anchovies, garlic and breadcrumbs.

CAPONATA

Sweet-and-sour Sicilian vegetable stew.



Cannoli 101

A raft of unspoken rules surround Sicily’s most iconic sweet treat, cannoli (singular: cannolo).

A truly good cannolo is filled on the spot with fresh ricotta. Avoid pre-filled shells – left to sit for too long, the shell gets soggy, killing the crunchy bliss.

Ditch the knife and fork – eating is strictly fingers only. Even in top-end restaurants, it’s perfectly acceptable to grasp the cannolo between thumb and forefinger, and sink your teeth into the cream-filled tube. Alternate ends when biting.

The best cannoli are 100% homemade. Crafted by hand, the ‘cialda’ or ‘scorza’ (crispy pastry shell) is never a perfect cylinder and the velvety cream filling is lavorata a mano – worked by hand to blend fresh sheep ricotta with sugar.

The Southern Vinoverse

The south now claims some of Italy’s most talented and innovative winemakers, who have catapulted southern varieties onto the world stage.

In Campania, seek out Taurasi (a red made using Aglianico grapes) and wines made with Piedirosso, Fiano, Greco di Tufo and rare Ripolo or Fenile. Puglia’s prized red grapes include Primitivo, Negroamaro and Nero di Troia. White grapes in Puglia include Malvasia, which is the star variety on the Aeolian island of Salina.

While Sicily’s most common grape is robust Nero d’Avola, Mt Etna’s volcanic terroir yields Nerello Mascalese and Nerello Cappuccio. Together, the pair produce popular Etna Rosso DOC. The cognoscenti also know Etna for its white, biting Carricante, while Calabria’s red Gaglioppo grape is leading the revolution across the Strait of Messina.
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Local Specialities

Street Snacks

Pizza fritta Flash-fried Neapolitan pizza dough stuffed with salami, pork scratchings, tomato, provola and ricotta.

Sgagliozze Puglian polenta fritters originating in Bari.

Arancini/e Meat- and vegetable-filled Sicilian rice balls.

Sfincione Sicilian pizza topped with caciocavallo cheese, tomatoes, onions and occasionally anchovies.

Lesser-known Specialities

Coniglio all’Ischitana Ischian rabbit stew cooked in a claypot.

Pasta che paddunedda Broth of noodle-like pasta and small veal meatballs from Val di Noto.

Couscous alla trapanese Saffron-spiked fish couscous.

Lucanica Basilicata’s pork sausage, seasoned with wild fennel and chilli.

Pastries

Babà al rum Rum-soaked Neapolitan sponge cake.

Delizia al limone Tangy Sorrento sponge cake with lemon glazing.

Pasticciotto leccese Custard cream-filled pastry from Lecce.

Cassata Marzipan-coated Sicilian sponge with ricotta and topped with glacé fruits.

Cannoli Crisp, fried pastry shells with sweetened ricotta.
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Cassata | Julia-Bogdanova/shutterstock ©

Dare to Try

Pani ca meusa Palermitan sandwich of beef spleen and lungs.

Sanguinaccio Pig’s-blood sausage popular in Calabria and Basilicata.

Stigghiola Sicilian intestine skewers wrapped in onions or leeks.

Spaghetti ai ricci Pasta with sea-urchin gonad.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

O’ Pignatiello (ristorantepignattello.it) Locavore produce and meticulous, modern Italian fare on spa-speckled Ischia.

Trullo d’Oro Sophisticated, seasonal Puglian dishes in a traditional Alberobello abode.

Dattilo Exciting new takes on Calabrian flavours a stone’s throw from innovative Cirò wineries.

Gagini Contemporary Sicilian cuisine at Palermo’s only Michelin-starred restaurant.

Locanda Don Serafino (locandadonserafino.it/ristorante) Michelin-starred dining in a series of rocky Ragusa Ibla caves.

Il Cappero (ilcapperoristorante.it) Sea views and 10-course culinary adventures celebrating island produce on Vulcano.



THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

Asparagus, artichokes and Easter specialities such as Naples’ casatiello (bread stuffed with salami, pancetta and hard cheeses). Festa di San Giuseppe (19 March) brings zeppole (choux pastry fried and filled with pastry cream).
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SUMMER

Eggplants, zucchini, figs, berries and fresh seafood by the sea. Tuck into spaghetti allo scoglio (spaghetti with mixed seafood) and Sicilian granita, a creamy ice made with coffee, fruit and nuts.
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AUTUMN

Cooler days spell grape and olive harvests, roasted chestnuts and mushrooms. Find comfort in Naples’ genovese (pasta in a slow-cooked onion sauce).
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WINTER

Time for Yuletide treats such as Campania’s raffioli (sponge and marzipan biscuits), Calabria’s pitta ‘mpigliata (fruit and nut pastry) and Sicily’s cobaita (sesame-seed confectionery).
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THE OUTDOORS

Lunar-like craters, crystalline seas and rolling hills speckled with vines: Italy’s south puts the wow into al fresco thrills.

[image: jpg]

Cala Rossa, Favignana | spooh/getty images ©

Dramatic geology, film-famous landscapes and a sunny disposition: when it comes to outdoor adventures, the Mezzogiorno was made su misura (to measure). Southern Italy claims some of the country’s largest and wildest national parks, as well as arresting coastlines, peppered with electric-blue grottoes, limestone stacks, underwater reefs and ruins. Together, these beaches, volcanoes, valleys and canyons deliver a plethora of blood-pumping, spirit-lifting choices.

Hiking

Southern Italy is criss-crossed by countless sentieri (marked trails), ranging from low-impact ambles to multi-day treks. In Campania, take an easy winery hop around Lago d’Averno, scale Mt Vesuvius or hit the bucolic trails tracing Capri, Ischia and the Amalfi Coast. While the latter’s most famous path is the dizzying Sentiero degli Dei, don’t overlook lesser-known trails such as the Sentiero delle Ferriere. Trek mountain slopes or ancient grottoes in the Parco Nazionale del Cilento or, in Puglia, hike between beautiful beaches on the Gargano’s photogenic Sentiero dell’Amore. Memorable hikes in Basilicata include the Matera Gravina canyon, riddled with chiese rupestri (cave churches), and the coastal walks around Maratea.

While casual hikers can manage the main trails in the rugged Pollino and Sila national parks, a local guide is essential in Calabria’s wilder Aspromonte. In Sicily, a guide or locally produced map is handy on the Aeolian Islands and in the Monti Madonie and Monti Nebrodi, where trails can be poorly marked. Sicily’s active volcanoes have strict access rules: on Stromboli you need a guide above 290m (up to 400m) and on Mt Etna, above 2450m (up to the authorised crater area at 2920m). Across the south, spring (April to June) and autumn (September to October) offer the best hiking conditions – high summer is busy and stiflingly hot.

Diving & Snorkelling

Home to a deluge of islands, 4000km of coastline, and waters rich in marine life and archaeology, the sud offers extraordinary underwater adventures. From May to October, diving and snorkelling opportunities abound, with a plethora of diving schools offering equipment hire, courses and diving and snorkelling excursions for all levels. Sicily makes an outstanding base, especially the cobalt waters of the World Heritage–listed Aeolian Islands, where you can dive in sea grottoes around the remains of old volcanoes. Further west, the volcanic island of Ustica is rich in underwater flora and fauna, while on Sicily’s Mediterranean coast, the Riserva Naturale di Torre Salsa also abounds in marine life. The islands of Capri, Ischia and Procida offer exceptional diving amid sun-struck sea caves, while on the Campanian mainland, the Parco Sommerso di Baia in the volcanic Campi Flegrei is home to underwater ruins of Roman holiday villas. The marine park’s diving centre offers official guided tours and courses for all levels of expertise, allowing you to get up close to the submerged mosaics and statues year-round. Even closer to central Naples, the Area Marina Protetta Parco Sommerso di Gaiola also harbours submerged Roman ruins.
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More Outdoor Thrills

CYCLING

Hit the pedals on Ciclovia dei Parchi, a 545km cycling network traversing three national parks, including the Parco Nazionale del Pollino.

RAFTING

Raft an underground river at the Grotte di Pertosa-Auletta, a surreal, ancient cave system harbouring mysterious wartime graffiti.

ZIP LINING

Tear between the Lucanian mountain villages of Castelmezzano and Pietrapertosa on Italy’s longest zip line.

KITESURFING

Ride like the wind at Torre di Gaffe, a beach on Sicily’s Mediterranean Coast much loved by kitesurfers and surfers alike.

KAYAKING

Kayak Sicily’s dramatic Aeolian Islands, stopping for an invigorating swim or snorkel en route.

DIVING

Plunge the depths of the Tyrrhenian Sea on a diving excursion from Maratea on Basilicata’s precipitous smidge of coast.

HORSE RIDING

Get in the saddle for a leisurely trek on the slopes of Mt Vesuvius, one of the world’s most notorious volcanoes.




FAMILY ADVENTURES

Learn about marine wildlife conservation through hands-on activities at Naples’ Area Marina Protetta Parco Sommerso di Gaiola.

Hone your fishing skills at a traditional trabucco on Puglia’s Gargano promontory.

Explore the coast around Syracuse by bicycle. Or beach-hop by bike on the Egadian island of Favignana.

Get wet white-water rafting through Calabria’s Raganello Canyon, an adrenalin-pumping thrill.

Spend a summer’s day paddling, snorkelling and swimming the safe, crystal-clear waters of Calabria’s stunning Costa degli Dei.




Best Spots

For the best outdoor spots and routes, see map on here




ACTION AREAS

Where to find Southern Italy’s best outdoor activities.
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SOUTHERN ITALY

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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NAPLES & CAMPANIA
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BUCKET LIST ITALY


From the birthplace of pizza to the birthplace of Hades, this region is as comforting as a nonna, and as explosive as a volcano.
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Welcome to Naples and Campania, an area with beauty so irresistible it’s been the setting for Homeric myths and has attracted invaders from all over Europe. There’s barely a rock or street corner that isn’t smudged with the fingerprints of those who came before, from the ancient Greeks to the Camorra. Yet the region is known primarily for its contemporary virtues: its mozzarella-smothered dishes, its active volcanoes, its bougainvillea-draped coastal Italian dreamscapes.

To truly understand this (literally) explosive region, start 3000 years ago in Greece and head through ancient Rome, making stops along the way in Normandy, Spain and the Bourbon dynasty. Then look to its farthest reaches. Salerno, at its southernmost edge, is home to the first medical school in the Western world and the birthplace of the Mediterranean diet; Campi Flegrei, at its northern limit, is the site of one of the world’s most dangerous supervolcanoes (not Vesuvius). Before the Amalfi Coast was considered the height of all Italian glamour, it was a string of humble fishing villages, their scenery and culture catapulted to celebrity status by the writers and poets who stumbled through. The three islands dotting the Gulf of Naples charm with whitewashed city centres and thrilling natural escapes that swing from rugged hikes to phosphorescent caves. And then there’s Naples itself, where you’ll find lasagne-like layers of ancient architecture and the best pizza in the world. Grab a fork.
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THE MAIN AREAS

NAPLES

History and myth.

THE ISLANDS

360-degree views of the sea.

THE AMALFI COAST

Mesmerising panoramas and sea.

SALERNO & CILENTO

The southernmost part of Campania.




Find Your Way


No doubt about it: Naples is massive and its surrounding areas are widely dispersed. We’ll show you how to make sense of this sprawling yet wildly diverse terrain to get the most out of your trip, from Greek ruins to secluded beach escapes.
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Plan Your Time


These sweet sojourns let you experience the best of Naples, the islands, the Amalfi Coast and Salerno in tiny, medium-sized and big bites.
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Five Days on the Coast

• Spend your first two days on the lush volcanic island of Ischia. Discover a medieval castle and underwater Roman ruins and spa break at Ischia’s famous thermal parks. Explore its hamlets for hiking and spectacular beaches. On day three, ferry into glamorous Capri and tour the historic villas, labyrinthine historic centre and celebrity-magnet piazzetta.

• On the fourth day, wander Sorrento’s historic centre and visit a lemon orchard to sip flights of 100% organic limoncello. Enjoy fresh seafood at the port. On your fifth day, ferry to romantic Positano to climb endless flights of steps and shop for artisanal beach wear. Enjoy the magical views.




If You Have a Week

• Kick things off with two days in Naples, exploring its cultural treasures, lively side streets and seaside promenades. Enjoy pizza in its birthplace.

• Dedicate day three to Pompeii. Linger over magnificent mosaics and frescoes; climb the volcano that destroyed it all. Then unwind with a drink in Capri’s famous piazzetta before overspending at superb boutiques on day four.

• Next, climb romantic Positano’s endless steps for magical coastline views. Spend day six learning about seaside Amalfi’s paper-making traditions and how its famous lemons are cultivated. Waltz through Ravello’s spectacular 800-year-old villas on your last day.




The 10-Day Grand Tour

• Spend two days wandering Naples, then another exploring history’s most tragic ruins at Pompeii. On days four and five, hike in volcanic Ischia and cure what ails you at its famous thermal spas.

• Get lost in Capri’s beautiful boutiques and whitewashed streets on your sixth day, before arriving in magical Positano to see the Italian coastal panorama of your dreams on day seven.

• On day eight, ramble Ravello’s 800-year-old villas with lush gardens and dazzling views of the coast. Devote your last two days to exploring cliff-side Salerno and the mountains of the Parco Nazionale del Cilento, Vallo di Diano e Alburni.



Seasonal highlights

This deeply Catholic region of Italy is awash in religious feast days and sagre (food festivals) celebrating the harvest. Chilly and rainy in the off-season, blisteringly hot and crowded in late summer.

February

Wet and rainy, but it’s Carnevale and the feast day of Sant’Antonio; sweets and celebrations abound.
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March

Settimana Santa (Holy Week) kicks off a series of celebrations. The weather is notoriously temperamental; an umbrella is a must.
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May

The sun is shining; the first beach clubs are open and prices haven’t yet skyrocketed. The sweet spot.
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July

Summertime is in full swing, with notable music festivals in Naples, Sorrento and Ravello.
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August

Late summer is the hottest, most crowded time of year throughout the coastal region. Many places of worship and attractions are closed.
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September

The beginning of grape harvest season; a wonderful time to visit vineyards. In Naples, it’s the feast day of San Gennaro.
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December

The Christmas season starts; see beautiful light displays in Salerno and the magical atmosphere of Via San Gregorio Armeno in Naples.
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NAPLES
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Italians sometimes joke that there’s Italy and then there’s Naples – so singular is its character, so potent its historical legacy. And yet so few visitors are prepared for its uniqueness and capacity to surprise.

The story of Naples begins with the Greek colony of Neapolis, founded in 474 BCE. Norman, Spanish and Bourbon rulers made Naples wealthy, leaving behind architectural splendours like the imposing Castel Sant’Elmo and the Palazzo Reale. Naples’ reputation began its slow decline after the 1861 unification of Italy, a fate eventually sealed by the rise of the Camorra. Indeed, passing through some graffiti-streaked neighbourhoods in Naples today can be a sombre experience. But every few paces reveals another eye-popping monument. Funky street murals and modern art installations in the metro remind the world of the city’s artistic excellence.

Take it all in; Naples is exactly what you expect while being not what you expect at all.

[image: ]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Bottega Michele Buonincontro

2 Cappella Sansevero

3 Castel dell’Ovo

4 Castel Sant’Elmo

5 Certosa e Museo di San Martino

6 Duomo

7 Galleria Borbonica

8 Lungomare Francesco Caracciolo

9 Palazzo Reale

SIGHTS

(see 4) Museo del Novocento

10 Pedamentina di San Martino

11 Petraio Stairs

12 Piazza del Gesù Nuovo

13 Via San Gregorio Armeno

DRINKING

14 Caffè Gambrinus

SHOPPING

15 Via Pignasecca

16 Via Toledo




TOP TIP

Travel past the centro storico to the far edge of Naples and beyond; Posillipo, Mergellina’s beaches and the Campi Flegrei are chronically overlooked by visitors. Wherever you roam, no proper Neapolitan experience begins without an espresso.



Centro Storico Treasures

Priceless ecclesiastical art

The Duomo map Google map of Naples, an opulent 13th-century cathedral, houses more than 30 pieces of stunning ecclesiastical art. Walk through the sumptuous nave towards the altar by Francesco Solimena; to the left are the Basilica di Santa Restituta and the Battistero di San Giovanni in Fonte, with 4th-century mosaics.

You’ll also find the Cappella di San Gennaro, dedicated to Naples’ most beloved patron saint. There you’ll find (more) frescoes by Luca Giordano and the 14th-century silver bust of San Gennaro, containing his skull and two vials of his blood, which are said to liquefy three times a year – a deeply important event for Neapolitans. You can see precious jewels and ceremonial objects in the Museo del Tesoro di San Gennaro next door.

Cappella Sansevero map Google map – a chapel on Via Francesco de Sanctis with foundations in the 17th century – is home to numerous examples of baroque art, such as the vivid Gloria del Paradiso ceiling fresco by Francesco Maria Russo. But the most famous artwork in the chapel is undoubtedly Giuseppe Sanmartino’s 1753 reality-defying marble sculpture the Cristo velato, depicting a freshly slain and ‘veiled’ Christ. The incredible realism of what appears to be a whisper-thin veil sculpted in marble has confounded admirers for centuries. There’s also a pair of preserved human arterial systems underneath the chapel, supposedly belonging to murdered servants.


The Legacy of San Gennaro

In 305, Gennaro, the bishop of Benevento, was beheaded for his faith. Then something strange happened: his blood, collected in two ampoules, began to liquefy at odd times. Gennaro was buried in the catacombs in Capodimonte, but his skull and blood were brought to Naples’ Duomo centuries later. In gratitude for his protection during the 1631 eruption of Vesuvius, Neapolitans put up a spire to him in the centro storico.

San Gennaro’s blood is said to liquefy three times a year: on his feast day (19 September), and again in December and May. Thousands flock to the Duomo to see it. If the blood doesn’t liquefy, it’s considered a bad omen for the city.



Centro Storico Arts

Centuries of artisanal excellence

Piazza del Gesù Nuovo map Google map, at the very edge of the centro storico, is home to the Complesso Monumentale di Santa Chiara and the Chiesa del Gesù Nuovo. You’ll have to turn 360 degrees to take in the splendours of the mammoth Chiesa del Gesù Nuovo, built in 1470 as a palace for the Prince of Salerno, whereas the Complesso Monumentale is a seemingly understated example of medieval architecture. But head towards the back of the complex to find the monastery, commissioned by Robert of Anjou, with its Angevin portico and stunning cloisters decorated with 17th-century frescoes and bright 18th-century majolica-tile columns. A small museum features the remains of a 1st-century spa. Anchoring the piazza is the Guglia dell’Immacolata, one of Naples’ three baroque marble spires.

Exquisitely detailed and lovingly crafted, presepi (nativity scenes) are treasured throughout Campania, and especially in Naples. With origins in the 13th century, presepi are traditionally displayed at Christmastime and depict elements of once-typical southern Italian life, from fishmongers to shepherds to trees bulging with lemons. Stroll the cobblestones of Via Gregorio Armeno to see nativity craftsmen toiling on presepi all year long. You’ll sometimes see mass-produced nativity sets, though you can still find artisans like Bottega Michele Buonincontro map Google map, who carries on his family’s traditional presepe-making techniques. It’s a pleasant stroll any time of year, but the atmosphere becomes downright magical during the Christmas season.
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Under the city’s skin
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Gianmarco Pagotto, Export Manager and Host of Le Petit Palais Naples, tells us his favourite centro storico experience.



The best thing is just wandering around and getting lost in the alleys, the churches or the historic buildings, to discover the hidden gems, surrounded by the smells of freshly baked taralli (pretzel-like biscuits) or sweets that fill the bakery windows. To get to know and understand the real Naples, however, you need to go underground, down to Neapolis and see the original Greek city; the pavements with the shops of the Roman era, the theatre in which Nero performed in tribute to the Greek city of Parthenope that Rome respected so much. This is ‘Underground Naples’, the memory of a city built in layers, a treasure chest, a testimony of millenary history.




Going Underground

Learn more about San Gennaro’s cult at the Catacombs in Naples’ Rione Sanità.



WHERE TO EAT IN THE CENTRO STORICO

La Campagnola Cosy yet classy space off Piazzetta Nilo serving huge portions of Neapolitan favourites. €€

Tandem Serving pasta with ragú or genovese meat sauces, as well as the famous ragú-stuffed cuzzetiello sandwich. €

Da Michele Eat at this much-loved historic pizza joint and pray the line isn’t too long (but it will be). €

Two Hundred Years of Spanish Rule

Naples’ Spanish phase

Running north from the magnificent Piazza del Plebiscito, Via Toledo map Google map is Naples’ historical Spanish neighbourhood’s main artery. Look left to see the gritty Quartieri Spagnoli – originally built to house Spanish troops. Look right for popular chain shops, boutiques and art museums. The Palazzo Reale map Google map (Royal Palace), built in the 16th century, was home to the Spanish royal family. Today the massive complex houses the Romantic Gardens and MeMas art museum, as well as the National Library of Naples with its hidden gem, the 19th-century Biblioteca Lucchesi Palli. Book a tour of the palace’s Historic Apartment and prepare to be awed by the opulent marble scalone d’onore staircase, the gilt and marble Royal Chapel, and the Teatrino di Corte – the private theatre commissioned by Ferdinando Fuga in 1768. Or visit the impossibly opulent Teatro San Carlo, the oldest continuously operating opera house in Europe. Originally built in 1737, the current building is an exact replica of the original, which burned to the ground in 1816. Don’t miss the lavish Caffè Gambrinus map Google map, built in 1860. This belle-époque cafe with its lavish frescoes and tapestries is known for the caffè sospeso –a tradition where you buy a coffee for the next espresso hound to come along. Just a few coins to brighten someone’s day.


Where to see Metro Art in Naples

Stazione

Commuters silk-screened onto a mirror (Garibaldi Station).

Dante e Beatrice

Colourful images of the Renaissance-era lovers, painted on two staircases (Università Station).

Spulcinellando, Sguazzando, Scugnizzando

Intricate mosaic depicting Neapolitan street children frolicking in the sea with Pulcinella and mythical monsters (Materdei Station).

Universo Senza Bombe, Regno dei Fiori, 7 Angeli Rossi

A vibrant blue background splattered with colourful geometric shapes (Dante Station).

Crater de Luz/Olas/Relative Light

A voyage under the sea amid mosaics, waves and light (Toledo Station).



WHERE TO DRINK IN THE CENTRO STORICO

Intra Moenia A sprawling historic literary cafe on Piazza Bellini serving cocktails, wine and aperitivi (pre-dinner drinks).

Shanti Art Musik Bar Artsy tiki bar off Piazzetta Nilo; cocktails, small bites and comfy couches.

Libreria Berisio Browse the stacks as you sip your wine at this vintage bookshop/wine bar near Port’Alba.

Naples’ Tastiest Quick Bites

street-food market

Heading north on Via Toledo, you’ll come to a fork in the road leading towards Via Pignasecca map Google map, the oldest street market in Naples. With origins in the 1500s, La Pignasecca runs from Piazza Carità to the Montesanto funicular station. It’s a hive of whole-food vendors, from fruit to bread to organ meats dangling from hooks behind glass, but La Pignasecca’s biggest draw is undoubtedly its multitude of street-food joints.

Arrive early in the morning to get the freshest ingredients and catch the best buzz. Choose from fried snacks such as frittatine di pasta (pasta-and-béchamel croquettes) or a montanara (fried dough topped with tomato sauce, basil and cheese). Time your visit right and snag a fish-market cuopp’ – an oil-spotted paper cone stuffed with fried calamari, octopus, shrimp and sardines. You’ll need two hands to hold a cuzzetiello – a baguette sandwich stuffed with ragù. You may like calzones…but have you tried them deep-fried and stuffed with ricotta, black pepper and pork cracklings? If not, get thee a pizza fritta, pronto. Or try pizza al portafoglio (wallet style): mini pizzas you can fold up and eat on the go. And for something on the lighter side, consider taralli n’zogna e pepe – crunchy, ring-shaped biscuits flavoured with pepper and almonds. Whoops – and lard. Don’t resist! Everything fried and porky is good.


Best Street Food in Toledo & Quartieri Spagnoli

Passione di Sofì €

A modern take on street food, offering fried snacks like pizza fritta or fanciful frittatine di pasta made with gnocchi.

Pescheria Azzurra €

Brave the market crowd for a cuopp’ heaped with sardines and calamari, or a plate of spaghetti alle vongole (spaghetti with clams).

Antica Pizzeria e Trattoria al 22 €

Classic neighbourhood pizzeria serving excellent pizza al portafoglio.

Friggitoria Fiorenzano €

There’s nothing fancy about this stand, ‘cept for its tasty fried calorie bombs. Another montanara, please!



WHERE TO EAT IN TOLEDO & QUARTIERI SPAGNOLI

Trattoria da Nennella As famous for its wild waiters as it is for its down-home Neapolitan dishes. Prepare to queue. €

Ristorante Pizzeria Al Cucciolo Bohemien dal 1963 Classic Italian fare with homemade primi piatti (pasta) and fritti (fried appetisers). €€

Osteria della Mattonella Old-school Neapolitan favourites served in an intimate space decorated with 18th-century majolica tiles. €€

Imposing Structures

a NORMAN CASTLE & a labyrinthine bomb shelter

Castel dell’Ovo map Google map, the oldest of Naples’ seven castles, has been used as a monastery, a fortress, a prison and a royal residence. The imposing 12th-century Norman structure gets its name (Castle of the Egg) from the antics of the Roman poet Virgil who, according to legend, buried an egg where the castle stands today. Virgil claimed that when the egg broke, the castle would fall. So far, so good: the castle is still standing, and you can visit its elegant halls and climb up to its terrace for 360-degree views of the Gulf of Naples and the Santa Lucia and Mergellina promenades.

The historical layers of Naples are unending, but for an underground dive into the more recent past, visit the Galleria Borbonica map Google map, a repurposed Bourbon tunnel running beneath Monte Echia commissioned by Ferdinand II in 1853 to link the Palazzo Reale with the barracks. The tunnel was dug into the 17th-century Bolla Aqueduct system, and was more recently occupied by an estimated 5000 to 10,000 Neapolitans escaping the horrors of WWII bombing. A guided tour takes you through the tunnels that formed the refugee colony, past the ghostly playgrounds, the cramped latrines and the infirmary where residents were sprayed with DDT in a bid to combat sickness. The Galleria Borbonica also hosts theatrical events and concerts.
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Fishing Village Interlude

When you visit Castel dell’Ovo on the islet of Megaride, leave time for lunch at Borgo Marinaro, a rock-lined fishing village at the foot of the castle. Formerly the 7th-century Greek colony of Megaris, it has a sad origin story: legend tells that Megaride was where the mermaid Partenope, heartbroken over Odysseus, washed ashore in grief. Her memory lives on: the region of Naples is often referred to as Partenopea, and a fountain bearing her likeness stands in Piazza Sannazaro in nearby Mergellina. As you enjoy a delicious lunch of spaghetti alle vongole at La Scialuppa, be sure to raise a glass of vino bianco to Partenope.




By the Sea

For more beautiful fishing villages and idyllic seaside strolls, hit the Amalfi Coast.



WHERE TO STAY IN TOLEDO & QUARTIERI SPAGNOLI

Hotel il Convento Gorgeous, beautifully renovated boutique hotel in what was a 16th-century convent. €€

Real Toledo Chic yet cosy rooms in this boutique B&B, featuring balconies and flatscreen TVs. €€

Art Resort Galleria Umberto Lavishly decorated hotel located in Galleria Umberto I. Marble bathrooms, modern art on the walls. €€


The Heights of Vomero

The high life

Situated 250m above sea level on San Martino Hill, the 14th-century Castel Sant’Elmo map Google map is one of the city’s most famous and imposing landmarks. The massive star-shaped structure is the largest of Naples’ seven castles, most famous today for its amazing 360-degree views of Naples and its gulf. Originally a church dedicated to St Erasmus, it is also linked to the nearby Museo del Novecento, a museum housing exhibits of 20th-century Neapolitan art. The funicular and metro will get you close, but prepare for a leisurely stroll: the castle and museum are only accessible on foot.

Originally a Carthusian monastery built between 1325 and 1368, the nearby Certosa e Museo di San Martino map Google map is now home to priceless frescoes and paintings by Neapolitan baroque masters such as Jusepe di Ribera and Cosimo Fanzago. Lose yourself strolling through the sumptuous sacristy and and grand cloisters, then wander outside to the hanging gardens and viewpoint, overlooking the centro storico of Naples and the gulf. The certosa (charterhouse) is only accessible on foot. As you leave, stop at the historic family-run cameo boutiques; they’ve been selling their beautiful shell, mother-of-pearl and agate wares for over a century. Consider heading back via the Pedamentina stairs, tucked behind the stone wall directly facing the shops, and leading down to the Quartieri Spagnoli.
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Funiculì Funiculà

You’ve almost certainly heard the beloved Neapolitan song ‘Funiculì Funiculà’ – if not, YouTube it; great, huh? – but did you know what the title means? While considered ‘Italian music’ abroad, this song is 100% Neapolitan. Written in 1880 by the journalist Giuseppe Turco and set to music by Luigi Denza, it celebrated the inauguration of the funicular line connecting Herculaneum and Naples. The titular lyrics ‘funiculì funiculà’ refer to the funicular (funicolare in Italian), while the lyrics to the instantly recognisable, internationally beloved chorus, ‘jamm’ jamm’’, mean ‘let’s go, let’s go’, in Neapolitan dialect.

And now you know!



WHERE TO EAT IN SANTA LUCIA & CHIAIA

Muu Muuzzarella Lounge Everything’s about fresh Campanian mozzarella di bufala at this contemporary restaurant. €

L’Ebbrezza di Noè ‘The Drunkenness of Noah’ wine shop turns into a trendy restaurant at night. €€

Antica Trattoria da Ettore Well-loved cosy trattoria with an Italian celebrity following that serves classic Neapolitan comfort food. €€

Secret Vomero Views

One-of-a-kind panoramas

The funicular may be the speediest way to reach the San Martino Hill, but it’s nowhere near the most beautiful. Vomero is also connected to terra ferma by two not-so-secret ancient stone staircases: the Pedamentina di San Martino map Google map, leading up from Corso Via Emanuele and ending at the Certosa e Museo di San Martino, and the Petraio pathway, starting in Chiaia and ending at the Morghen funicular station. The staircases may be steep – clocking in, respectively, at 414 and 530 steps – but the views and tranquil respite are sensational. Pass by typical local homes and under leafy overhangs, while looking down at the bustling city, worlds away.

Hugging the Gulf of Naples, the Lungomare Francesco Caracciolo map Google map is a 2.5km stretch of rocky coastline as distracting as it is delightful. Stroll past chalets – small bars pocking the waterfront – selling assorted snacks and granitas. Linger at a kiosks selling shells and crafts, and watch the boats bobbing in the water. Don’t fight it; you’re about to have the quintessential Naples experience: buying hot taralli from a chalet and munching it as you walk. Or if you’re feeling sweet rather than savoury, stop at Chalet Ciro 1952; its sweets are fried to order, so plush and soft they melt in your mouth.


Best Restaurants in Vomero

Osteria Donna Teresa €

Boisterous and family-run, this tiny osteria (tavern) serves high-quality old-school dishes, such as pasta e patate.

Gorizia 1916 €€

Trendy gourmet pizzeria. Try the delicious fritti, too – especially the mozzarella in carrozza.

Godot Restaurant €€€

Carefully prepared Italian crudo (raw fish) and seafood dishes with a modern edge served in a small, hip space.

Trattoria Vanvitelli €€

Get the light yet tasty pizza at this uber-popular vintage-style pizzeria-restaurant. There’s wholegrain crust, too.



WHERE TO STAY IN VOMERO

Le Petit Palais Naples B&B in a renovated 16th-century space on the Pedamentina staircase. Beautiful rooftop; amazing views. €€€

Vanvitelli Domus Minimalist yet colourful interiors in this comfortable B&B with private bathrooms and flatscreen TVs. €

La Chambre Comfortable, well-appointed B&B with breezy blue-and-white interiors. King rooms have balconies. €€

Off-the-Beaten Track Wonders

Don’t miss these gems

Head up to Posillipo Hill to find the Parco Archeologico del Pausilypon, the remains of a luxurious Roman seaside villa. The villa belonged to Publius Vedius Pollo, a man so important he had his own amphitheatre, and so nasty he bred his own eels.

The villa is accessed through the imposing Grotta di Seiano, a Roman-era tunnel more than 770m long connecting the Bagnoli plain with the peaceful Gaiola Valley. The park also offers activities for children, including hands-on archaeology workshops. In keeping with its roots, the villa’s amphitheatre hosts summertime sunset events called Pausilypon: Suggestioni all’Imbrunire. The ruins are in association with the nearby Area Marina Protetta di Gaiola marine park, where you can enjoy snorkelling and glass-bottomed boat tours.

In Rione Sanità, the Catacombe di San Gennaro is one of the largest networks of catacombs in southern Italy and home to some of its oldest paleo-Christian frescoes. Admire its impressive vaults and the first grave of San Gennaro before his bones were transferred to the Duomo. The frescoes show an artistic shift from ancient Roman mythology to paleo-Christian symbolism. The catacombs are linked to the Basilica di San Gennaro fuori le mura (outside the walls) which, though almost entirely rebuilt after WWII, holds enormous significance for Neapolitans, who consider it a conduit between past, present and future.


best places to eat in Rione Sanità

Concettina ai Tre Santi €€€

Pricey but delicious and wildly inventive ‘new Neapolitan’ pizzas. Good list of cocktails.

Pasticceria Poppella €

Try a fiocco di neve, a sweet brioche bun filled with ricotta and cream, from this famous 100-year-old pastry shop.

La Campagnola €€

Rustic Neapolitan food, done perfectly. The fritti are excellent and so is the pasta e patate.




Getting Around

Get around using Naples’ excellent public-transport network, including buses, funicular lines, and a metro system with spectacular modern art installations. Get a biglietto giornaliero (day pass) to all of Naples’ public transit options for € 5.10. Despite its overall size, Naples’ many quartieri (neighbourhoods) are small, making it a richly walkable city. Use a little more caution in crowded places and at night. Unless you’re in a large group, driving in Naples is discouraged due to insane traffic and scarcity of parking.




Beyond Naples
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Come for the Greco-Roman ruins, baroque palace and active volcano; stay to dive underwater ruins and sip ancient wines.



Few natural disasters in history capture the imagination like the eruption of Mt Vesuvius on 24 August 79 CE. The event signalled its arrival with a pine-tree-shaped plume of smoke; over the following 24 hours, lethal pyroclastic currents destroyed grand Pompeii and mudslides smothered the nearby seaside holiday village of Herculaneum. Excavations in the 18th century revealed magnificent homes, palaces, baths, temples and businesses decorated with breathtaking frescoes and mosaics.

Further inland, you’ll find the lavish Reggia di Caserta palace, built by the legendary Neapolitan baroque architect Luigi Vanvitelli. And west of Naples lie the Campi Flegrei (Phlegraean Fields), home to the first Greek settlement on the Italian mainland and one of the world’s most dangerous supervolcanoes.
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TOP TIP

Campi Flegrei’s €15 Circuito Flegreo multi-ticket includes admission to Parco Archeologico di Baia, Castello di Baia, Parco Archeologico di Cuma and Anfiteatro Flaviano.




The Splendour of Pompeii

The eruption heard round the world

A tragic thing happened on the way to the Foro (Forum), but we can still visit. Here you’ll find the Tempio di Giove, a temple dedicated to Jupiter, Minerva and Juno; it was thoughtfully designed to line up with Mt Vesuvius. You’ll also find the Tempio di Apollo, the macellum (produce market) and the granai (ex-granary), now housing more than 9000 recovered household items.

You can’t miss the Anfiteatro (Amphitheatre), a hulking beast with 20,000-seat capacity; it’s one of the oldest known Roman theatres. Frescoes of gladiatorial battles are visible on the parapet and the inscriptions of magistrates’ names can be found on the upper level.

During the excavations, Italian archaeologist Giuseppe Fiorelli engineered the technique of pouring plaster into the voids the victims’ bodies had left in the earth in order to get a perfect cast of the victims at the moment of their death. The Orto dei Fuggiaschi has Pompeii’s largest collection of casts. Here you’ll find 13 prone figures locked in various positions of defence or distress as they sought refuge.

The 2nd-century-BCE Terme Stabiane (Stabian Baths) had tepidariums (tepid baths), frigidariums (cold baths) and caldariums (hot baths), as well as a massive courtyard, a lavish marble colonnade and a large pool. A beautiful vault in the men’s changing room has an ornate stuccoed ceiling depicting putti (winged babies) and saucy nymphs.
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Top tips

• Explore the far side of Pompeii. It’s less crowded.

• It’s easy to get overwhelmed, so use The MyPompeii app or join an official tour.

• Yellowsudmarine Food Art & Tours offers guided and shared tours of Pompeii.

• Budget half a day for Pompeii (two to three hours for Herculaneum) to see things properly and avoid rushing through.

• Not all structures and exhibits are open every day; check the website.

• Wear sturdy shoes: sandals and high-heeled wedges are no match for rocky volcano paths and cobblestone streets.

• The free Pompeii ARTE shuttle can take you from Pompeii to the park’s other archaeological sites, including Oplontis and Stabiae.



WHERE TO EAT IN THE CAMPI FLEGREI

Angelina Celebrity chef Marianna Vitale helms this ‘modern tavola calda (cafeteria)’ in Pozzuoli, serving high-quality street-food faves. €

Caracol Small, Michelin-starred seafood restaurant in Bacoli serving fusion ‘revisited’ Italian fare on a sea-facing terrace. €€€

Coevo Tiny Bacoli restaurant in a beautiful location overlooking the gulf, with creative Italian seafood dishes. €€€

Wood Preserved in Volcanic Mud

Herculaneum’s ghostly legacy

The volcanic mudslide that buried Herculaneum basically mummified organic matter such as cloth, metal and wood. The Casa del Tramezzo di Legno (House of the Wooden Partition) yields the spectacular, if slightly charred, treasures of a large, folding wooden ‘privacy’ screen and the remains of a wooden bedframe. The partition featured profiled panels and supports for hanging oil lamps, and separated one of the atriums from the common room, where the owner most likely dealt with clients. Also preserved are the marble covering of the impluvium tub, the wall paintings and a geometric mosaic near the entrance.

The vaulted rooms that open onto Herculaneum’s beach, L’Antica Spiaggia, were most likely used as port warehouses and storage. During the eruption they became a refuge for those attempting to escape the blast. In 1980 approximately 300 human skeletons were found there, along with necklaces and coins. Two years later, archaeologists made an incredible discovery: there, beneath layers of volcanic mud, was the keel of a wooden boat, very likely used by the victims in a futile attempt to flee. The boat is over 9m long and is reminiscent of a modern-day gozzo (dinghy). You can see this ancient marvel of naval engineering in the pavilion adjacent to the ruins, as well as other artefacts recovered from the area.


Unmissable Frescoes & Mosaics in Pompeii & Herculaneum

Casa del Fauno (Pompeii)

Tiled entrance reading ‘have’ (‘welcome’ in Oscan dialect); mosaics of wildlife and battles.

Casa della Venere in Conchiglia (Pompeii)

Venus on a half-shell; fresco power.

Casa del Frutteto (Pompeii)

Fresco of an orchard with Egyptian motifs against a dramatic dark-green background.

Casa dello Scheletro (Herculaneum)

Spectacular lararium (shrine) inlaid with tiny mosaic tiles.

Casa di Nettuno e Anfrite (Herculaneum)

Intricate and strikingly vivid mosaic depicting Neptune and Aphrodite.

Colegio degli Augustali (Herculaneum)

Frescoes of Hercules fighting everyone.

Villa dei Misteri (Pompeii)

Massive Dionysiac frieze depicting Dionysus and Ariadne welcoming a young girl into his cult via ritual flagellation.



WHERE TO EAT IN POMPEII & HERCULANEUM

Melius (Pompeii)  Gourmet deli/restaurant offering dishes made with local ingredients like Gragnano pasta or anchovies from Cetara. €€

Zi’Caterina (Pompeii) Spacious old-school restaurant that looks touristy but serves delicious traditional southern Italian food. €€

La Bettola del Gusto (Pompeii) Innovative Italian food like seared octopus couscous, made with artisanal ingredients. €€

Glorious Mt Vesuvius

Still-ACTIVE VOLCANO

Bad news: in 79 CE, a volcano called Vesuvius erupted. More bad news: Vesuvius is still active and experts say it will strike again.

The twin-peaked mountain has been erupting for thousands of years. In 79 CE the local villages were still recovering from a terrible earthquake just 17 years before. Pliny the Younger wrote that residents largely ignored the warning tremors ‘because they are frequent in Campania’. He witnessed the eruption from across the Gulf of Naples, comparing the volcano’s initial puff of smoke to a pine tree. That ‘pine tree’ eventually claimed thousands of lives.

Then life went on: feast, famine, wars. Vesuvius erupted again in 1944, but almost three million people currently live within a 32km radius of it. Many locals refuse to live in fear. They challenge it, taking selfies with it, scaling it, sometimes even ignoring it entirely.

Vesuvius National Park, covering 85 sq km, was established in 1995. Each year millions hike to the gaping crater, thrilling at its 450m diameter.

Ignore touts who will try to mislead you into buying overpriced tour services. Hike – or ride horseback! – up that rough terrain with its black streaks of lava. (Or take the Vesuvius Active shuttle direct from Herculaneum train station in 40 minutes.) Spend three to four hours rambling across the site, relish the life-changing views of the Gulf of Naples, and at the end of it all celebrate with a beer at the park’s crater-top cafe.

But if you ever see smoke rising from the crater, run.


Neighbourhood Beats

Pompeii and Herculaneum are ancient, but it’s astonishingly simple to imagine what life must have been like 2000 years ago. Their ample streets are instantly recognisable as neighbourhoods; you’ll find wine shops with prices scribbled out the front, and bakeries equipped with kilns and grist mills. There were handsomely decorated palestrum (gyms), and Pompeii’s famous lupanare (brothel) is notorious for its blushingly graphic frescoes.

As it was customary to go out for lunch, thermopoliums (snack bars where drinks and hot food were served) have been found in both cities, including the one in Pompeii’s Regio V, its counter featuring a painting of a Nereid on horseback. The Large Thermopolium in Herculaneum even has cynical graffiti in the back room. Ancient Romans – they were just like us.



WHERE TO EAT IN POMPEII & HERCULANEUM

Ro.Vi Pizzeria (Herculaneum)  Serving classic and innovative pizza made with curated local ingredients. Modern interiors; epic pizza fritta. €€

Pappamonte (Herculaneum)  Traditional Neapolitan dishes with innovative twists in a chic yet inviting setting. Veg-friendly; outdoor seating. €€–€€€

Ristorante President (Pompeii)  Elegant Michelin-starred restaurant with creative, beautiful dishes. €€€€

Beyond the Ruins

The area’s insider experiences

Oplontis, buried underneath modern-day Torre Annunziata, was an idyllic suburb of Pompeii. Currently, only one of its structures, Villa Poppaea, receives visitors. Villa Poppaea features splendid frescoes and elegantly decorated gardens, as well as private thermal baths.

Just 11km south are the ruins of Stabiae. Situated on the panoramic Varano Hill overlooking today’s Castellammare di Stabia, it was home to many luxurious residential villas. Two are currently open to visitors: the 11,000-sq-metre Villa San Marco, and Villa Arianna, named for its fresco of Ariadne abandoned by Theseus at Naxos. You can easily reach these two sites from Naples, but getting from one to the other is tricky without wheels.

You could just head back to Naples after ruin-hopping, but then you’d miss out on the area’s lovely non-archaeological experiences. Cantina del Vesuvio, a long-running vineyard on the slopes of Mt Vesuvius, is just a short drive from Pompeii and Herculaneum. The popular vineyard is especially known for its Lacryma Christi (tears of Christ), an ancient wine only grown in the vicinity of the volcano and said to be very similar to the wine of the ancient Romans. The vineyard offers cooking classes as well as tastings.


You can also visit Castellammare di Stabia for lunch at one of its seaside chalets, then take the cable car up to Mt Faito for incredible views.

A Baroque Masterpiece

Layers of architectural genius

By 1752 the Spanish had weighed anchor out of Naples and the Bourbon dynasty was in full command. It was as good a time as any for Charles II to commission a royal residence so massive, so opulent, so unabashedly baroque that it would blow the minds of anyone who gazed upon it.

Nearly 300 years later and minds are still being blown. Charles II’s fantasy became Reggia di Caserta, an enormous 6100-sq-metre palace with four courtyards, 1200 rooms, 34 staircases, its own theatre and library, and what is still one of the most impressively landscaped gardens in Europe. The master architect was, naturally, Luigi Vanvitelli, whose opulent creations defined the Italian baroque. The chosen site was Caserta, a small town roughly 25km outside Naples – close to the city yet far enough away to be safe from pirates. With its marble interiors and acres of gardens, the ornate structure is often compared to the palace at Versailles. But Reggia di Caserta was also an administrative centre for the entire kingdom, and it ended up even larger. The entrance is crowned by a massive staircase with 117 steps leading up to the royal apartments, which, like the rest of the palace, are decorated with priceless art and frescoes, the furnishings showpieces of lacquered wood, gilt and crystal.

Visitors can tour the humongous palace, as well as its gardens and their bevy of statues, fountains, waterfalls and pools. Take your time.
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Modern Herculaneum & Pompeii

As odd as it might be to think of Pompeii and Herculaneum in a modern light, give it a shot. Via Sacra, modern Pompeii’s idyllic main thoroughfare, is lined with cafes, restaurants and shops, and the main piazza is home to a beautiful 19th-century basilica. Before heading to the ruins of Herculaneum, make a quick pit stop at the morning Mercato di Resina vintage street market. And just 300m from the Herculaneum ruins, the Museo Archeologico Virtuale (MAV) museum offers more than 70 multimedia exhibits depicting recreations of the various structures in the cities and a film about the fateful day of the eruption.



WHERE TO DRINK IN POMPEII & HERCULANEUM

Sofi’ (Pompeii) This chic space serving cocktails, aperitivi and pizza turns into a bar at night, with DJ sets.

La Vineria – Ambulatorio Alcolico (Herculaneum) A great people-watching spot. Enjoy a tasty aperitivo with salumi (cured meats).

The Roof/Habita79 (Pompeii) A thumping hotel rooftop bar may be the last thing you associate with Pompeii, but here we are.

Active Volcanoes & Greek Myth

Explore the mysterious Campi Flegrei

After settling the colony of Pithecusae (today’s Ischia), the Cumaean Greeks arrived on the Italian mainland in 750 BCE. They called their new colony Cuma, and it became one of the most important strongholds in Magna Graecia. You can see its ruins today at the Parco Archeologico di Cuma. Still visible are the acropolis, and two temples: the Tempio di Giove (Temple of Jupiter) and the Tempio di Apollo (Temple of Apollo). But Cuma was more than just history; it was myth, too, the setting for many Greek legends. Apollo was believed to speak to the people through one of its caves, and the Temple of Apollo is the legendary site of Daedalus’ ill-fated voyage to the sun.

In 1538 a volcanic bradyseismic disaster sunk the shores of Baia, Pozzuoli and Lucrino, swallowing their Roman ruins whole. Thus was created a magical underwater world of Roman mosaics and columns 10m below sea level, which are visible at the Parco Sommerso di Baia (Underwater Park of Baia). Head to the park’s diving centre at Lucrino for boat tours plus diving and snorkelling excursions to see the ancient sunken columns, statues and spectacular mosaics, bathed in a watery turquoise glow and teeming with fish, rocks and reefs.
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Vanvitelli’s Greatest Hits

Reggia di Caserta is just a taste of Luigi Vanvitelli’s architectural genius. Apart from collaborating on Naples’ Palazzo Reale, Vanvitelli also designed the Lazzaretto di Ancona – a mammoth pentagonal military quarantine station – the lavish Palazzo Colonna in Rome, and Naples’ Villa Comunale. One of his most interesting works in Campania is the Casina Vanvitelliana in Bacoli, a quirky peach-coloured bi-level house that seems to float in the Gulf of Naples, connected to the mainland by a wooden arched bridge. It served, naturally, as a Bourbon hunting lodge.




Before Cuma, Ischia

Cuma was the first Greek settlement on the Italian mainland, but the island of Ischia was settled first.



WHERE TO HAVE AN APERITIVO IN THE CAMPI FLEGREI

Beach Brothers (Miseno) Beachfront resto-bar with a great aperitivo and live music from local Neapolitan artists.

Il Gozzetto (Pozzuoli) Chic and relaxed cocktail bar at Pozzuoli’s docks for a relaxing aperitivo in front of the sea.

Royal Capo Miseno (Bacoli) Stylish beach club with DJ sets and a large menu of cocktails, wines and beers.


What is bradyseism?

Apart from its unnatural beauty and Greco-Roman past, the Campi Flegrei are notable for their high levels of bradyseismic activity.

Bradyseism is a phenomenon where the filling or emptying of underground magma chambers causes the Earth’s surface to lift or sink. The Campi Flegrei are continuously plagued by these shifts, as evidenced by their perpetually changing coastline and sea levels. The three remaining marble columns at Pozzuoli’s Macellum bear mollusk boreholes 7m up the shaft, showing how the land sank below the sea, only to eventually reemerge. The disappearing-reappearing Rione Terra ancient quarter of Pozzuoli is another victim of bradyseism. Who knows? Perhaps the majestic Roman ruins currently 10m below sea level at the Parco Sommerso di Baia will come back to Earth one day as well.




Getting Around

You can easily reach Pompeii and Herculaneum from Napoli Centrale with the Circumvesuviana or L1 metro. Trains and buses run regularly to Caserta. The Cumana train links Naples to the individual towns of the Campi Flegrei, but a car is ideal when travelling throughout the area.




THE ISLANDS
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Just a century ago, the Gulf of Naples islands were barely a blip on the tourism radar. But thanks to the filmmakers and artists who have fallen in love with their wild beauty, the former fishing isles of Capri, Ischia and now tiny Procida – named Italy’s 2022 Capital of Culture – have become classic Italian island escapes.

Seaside and sun merely scratch the surface. The ancient Greeks and Romans settled here, leaving legends and villas in their wake. There are wisteria-draped palazzi to discover, rainbow-hued fishing villages to swoon over and extreme cliffs to hike. Ischia and Procida are located on the Phlegraean caldera, owing their dramatic topography to the constant activity beneath their seas. The Greeks marvelled over the healing powers of Ischia’s volcanic waters, and so has every visitor since.

Each island has a distinct personality – rough yet arty Procida, laid-back yet adventurous Ischia, glamorous yet athletic Capri. Get to know them all.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Aenaria

2 Capri Town

3 Castello Aragonese

4 Ischia Ponte

5 Terra Murata

SIGHTS

6 Abbazia di San Michele Arcangelo

7 Spiaggia dei Pescatori

8 Torre di Guevara

9 Villa Jovis

10 Villa Lysis




TOP TIP

Ischia and Procida are manageable year-round, but consider visiting Capri in the off-season, as the crowds (and prices) explode in the high season. Many restaurants and hotels close on the islands in the off-season, but you’ll find B&Bs year-round.



From Paradise to the Abyss

Procida’s historic architecture

Procida lacks the Greco-Roman ruins of its neighbours Ischia and Capri, but you can explore its fascinating medieval quarter, Terra Murata map Google map (walled city), once a refuge from Saracen raids. Come through the Terra Murata’s vaulted porta (gate) and find the Abbazia di San Michele Arcangelo map Google map, a splendid 11th-century abbey devoted to San Michele (St Michael), Procida’s patron saint. The abbey is richly decorated in silver and gold and hosts ecclesiastical art, but its more fascinating treasures lie in its basements; namely an 18th-century wood and terracotta presepe and an ossuary-necropolis.

Just outside Terra Murata is the Palazzo d’Avalos, an intriguing structure that began life as a 17th-century villa, home to the noble Avalos family. It was converted to a prison in the 19th century, and remained a functioning jail until the 1980s. The prison was remarkable for its history of rehabilitating prisoners by teaching them to weave linen, a traditional Procida art form. Today, the Palazzo d’Avalos allows guided tours, complete with visits to the preserved prison cells, and hosts cultural events and modern art exhibits, like 2022’s surreal Sprigionarti art installation. Walk down from the Palazzo d’Avalos towards Piazza dei Martiri to reach Casale Vascello, Procida’s oldest neighbourhood, with multi-hued bilevel homes and trippy ‘donkeyback’ staircases.
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Where the fisherfolk live

One of Procida’s most memorable views is the candy-coloured Marina Corricella, the historical fishing port and village. The port gets crowded during the day – and unbearably hot in summer due to its lack of cover – but sunset is the perfect time to take a stroll down the sloping stone street from Piazza dei Martiri until you reach the shore, flanked by bobbing boats and restaurants serving up fresh fish. Alternatively, come in by boat on a private tour or your own rented rig and admire the scene from afar. Local legend has it that the homes were painted in pastel hues so that the fishers could easily identify them while away at sea. True or not, they give Procida its unmistakable coastline.





Ischia Highlights

First ports of call

Your first stop in Ischia Porto is the famous Bar Calise for an island-style cornetto (croissant). Then take a left on Via Roma and make a detour to Corso Vittoria Colonna. The town’s pleasant main drag is lined with whitewashed buildings full of shops and stands selling street food such as Ischia’s famous grilled panino, the zingara. Treat yourself to a swim at the nearby Spiaggia dei Pescatori map Google map and enjoy a seaside lunch at Pazziella – a chic beach restaurant with romantic views and inventive fresh seafood dishes.

Heading south from the port you’ll find Ischia Ponte map Google map, which owes its name to the narrow bridge that connects it to the Castello Aragonese. This idyllic neighbourhood offers a stretch of chic boutiques, art galleries and seafood restaurants leading down to the pier, with its sweeping views of the castle and the beautiful Baia di Cartaromana. High up in the cliffs above the beach is Torre di Guevara map Google map, the 14th-century home of the noble Guevara family.

End your visit to Ischia Ponte with a sunset aperitivo and dinner overlooking the sea at one of the pier’s chic seafood restaurants. The energy at Ischia Ponte becomes lively as soon as the sun goes down and the area becomes a pedestrian zone.
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Best events in Ischia

La Festa del Porto

A reenactment of the port’s history, punctuated by fireworks and islanders in period dress; held on 17 September.

Ischia Film Festival

Summertime film festival featuring screenings, workshops, competitions and events, drawing talent from all over the world.

La Festa di Sant’Anna

On 26 July the Feast day of St Anne is celebrated by flotilla processions and the symbolic ‘burning’ of Castello Aragonese.

Natale ad Ischia: Il Bosco Incantato

A flurry of Christmas concerts and events, including a Christmas raffle and the ‘Enchanted Forest’ Christmas light display.




Wilder soaks

Ischia Ponte and Ischia Porto have lovely soaks in the hotels and at the Terme Comunali medical spa complex, but Ischia’s best thermal spring experiences are undoubtedly found in Ischia’s other hamlets, such as Forio.



WHERE TO STAY IN ISCHIA

Albergo Il Monastero Castello Aragonese’s adjacent guesthouse. Spartan but lovely monastic decor married with blue Mediterranean tiles. €€€

Hotel Mare Blu Terme Sprawling hotel with breezy coastal decor. Pool, spa and views of Castello Aragonese. €€€

B&B Marcantonio Renovated country home with outdoor terrace. Spacious sunny rooms; views of rolling hills. €€

The Treasures of Baia di Cartaromana

Ischia’s beautiful bay

At the end of Ischia Ponte looms Castello Aragonese map Google map. The imposing fort-city, built on an islet and attached to Ischia by a bridge, began its life as a Syracusan settlement in the 5th century BCE, serving as a refuge from Saracen raids. The structure was completely overhauled in the 1400s by King Alfonso of Aragon, and it has seen additions in every century since.

With the 18th-century as a starting point, you can literally see the castle’s history as you stroll the grounds: the medieval gardens, the 11th-century crypt plastered with 14th-century frescoes inspired by Giotto, the 16th-century cemetery for Clarisse nuns. From the Terrace of the Immaculate Conception there are stunning views of Ischia Ponte, Spiaggia dei Pescatori beach and Monte Epomeo.

Just underneath the Spiaggia di Cartaromana lie the underwater ruins of the ancient Roman city of Aenaria map Google map. Aenaria existed on Cartaromana’s shores from the 4th century BCE onward, replacing the Greek colony of Pithecusae as Ischia’s main settlement, until it was swallowed up sometime between 130 and 150 BCE. Archaeology nuts can see the ruins for themselves on kid-friendly glass-bottomed boat tours led by archaeologists. Those who want to get even closer to ancient history can snorkel or dive as part of an expedition with authorised guides. At just 9m below sea level, ancient Rome is tantalisingly close.


Where to swim in Ischia

There’s no shortage of amazing places to swim on Ischia. Lucia La Monica, sommelier at Pignattello, gives her insider favourites.

Spiaggia dei Maronti

It’s the longest beach on the island, and has so many great restaurants and live music, too.

Spiaggia di San Montano

 This insider beach is in one of Ischia’s most beautiful bays.

Baia di Sorgeto

 A really special beach where you’ll find hot natural springs.

Spiaggia di Cartaromana

 It’s just gorgeous, and has great views of Castello Aragonese.




Volcanic Underwater Ruins

Aenaria isn’t the only underwater ruin in Campania; the Parco Sommerso di Baia in Campi Flegrei is home to the ruins of Roman villas and stunning mosaics, sunk by a volcanic event in 1538.



WHERE TO HAVE AN APERITIVO IN ISCHIA

Ischia Salumi Historic artisan laboratory turned gourmet sandwich shop. Seaside aperitivi with charcuterie boards.

Garden Fruit Ischia Greengrocer by day, aperitivo spot in the evening. In a side street near Castello Aragonese.

Caffetteria del Monastero Super exclusive aperitivo in the Albergo il Monastero’s cafeteria; delicious cocktails.

Be Chic in Capri Town

Jet-setters, welcome

Like the other Gulf of Naples islands, Capri has only become a tourist destination within the last 100 years – particularly its eastern half, the village of Capri Town. Capri Town’s beauty is so iconic that it has come to represent the island as a whole. And it’s no wonder. Its whitewashed labyrinthine streets – with their tiled courtyards and hand-painted ceramic street signs, shaded by purple blooms – form the ultimate Italian island dreamscape.

Your first port of call is, naturally, Piazza Umberto I, called la piazzetta by locals; perfect for people- and celebrity-watching. Then wander into the centre’s side streets, such as Via Le Botteghe, to be rewarded with fashionable boutiques, restaurants and, now and then, the odd fruit and veg vendor. Take a detour to the Giardini di Augusto and the charterhouse Certosa di San Giacomo; the walk over is a pleasant stroll, and you’ll pass the Carthusia shop, one of Italy’s oldest perfumers. Or enjoy one of Capri’s lovely rambles, like the Passeggiata del Pizzolungo, which takes you to Arco Naturale, passing by lookouts and grottoes, or the walk to Punta Tragara, passing early-20th-century villas and stunning palatial hotels to reach a lookout terrace with a romantic view of Capri’s Faraglioni rock formation. Turning back will take you through Via Camerelle, Capri’s haute-couture street. Hopefully, you have some coins left; it’s always aperitivo-o-clock at the piazzetta.


Sea monsters & mermaids

Capri’s most iconic natural sight is undoubtedly the Faraglioni rock formation. The Faraglioni is formed by three stacked crags just off the island’s coast: the 109m high Saetta; Stella with its 60m long central cavity; and Scopolo, home of the blue lizard, native only to Capri. You’ll see countless Insta-photogs snapping new profile pics. Swimmers revel. Lovers kiss for luck as they sail through Stella’s cavity. They must not know the legends.

The Faraglioni, like many of Campania’s natural phenomena, are linked to Greek myth. Homer believed they were boulders hurled at Ulysses by the Cyclops Polyphemus. Virgil thought they were the legendary home of murderous mermaids, waiting to lure sailors to death. Squint; don’t they look like a sea monster? Instagram at your own risk.



WHERE TO STAY IN CAPRI

Hotel Gatto Bianco The island’s most historic hotel, notable for its stunning tile floors. Associated with a nearby spa facility. €€€

Villa Marina Capri Hotel & Spa Ultra-luxurious hotel with sprawling gardens, thermal baths and a seafront pool. €€€

La Minerva Classic Capri glamour: whitewashed walls, blooming vines and pool-coloured tile floors. €€€

Villas to Dream About

Island palaces

Capri Town’s most famous structures are undoubtedly its two historic villas high up in the hills: Villa Jovis and Villa Lysis. Two villas, two radically different stories.

Villa Jovis map Google map is an enormous Roman villa, commissioned by Emperor Tiberius in the 1st century BC. The sprawling ruins – now populated by roaming goats – include imperial quarters, bathing gardens and the Salto di Tiberio (Tiberius’ Leap), where, according to local legend, insubordinate servants and undesirable guests were thrown into the sea at the emperor’s whim.

Villa Lysis map Google map, by contrast, is an early-20th-century clifftop villa with art nouveau influences. French poet Count Jacques d’Adelsward-Fersen exiled himself here in 1904 following gay sex scandals, barricading himself with three floors of grand salons and even an opium den in the basement. Don’t miss a stroll in the gardens where you’ll see the knockout panorama of Capri’s coastline.

The villas are only accessible by foot, and though the road is paved, make no mistake: it’s a 40-minute uphill urban trek. You can easily make a morning out of seeing the two manors, for a true time travel experience that will be worth it at the end. Just before you reach Villa Jovis is Astarita Park. At first glance it appears neglected and unremarkable, but venture further in and find dramatic views of the gulf.
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Best restaurants in capri town

Pescheria Le Botteghe €€€

Fish market by day, fantastic seafood bar by night. Pricey for a fish market bar, dead cheap for Capri.

Gelateria Buonocuore €

Historic gelateria known for its freshly made ice-cream cones, hot-pressed before your eyes.

Donna Rachele €€€

Popular trattoria with decorative tiles and walls lined with bottles. Vegetarian options.




Getting Around

You can get from Marina Grande to Capri Town via bus, scooter or the iconic funicular. Score tickets around the corner from the port; lines will be insufferably long in high season, and the funicular shuts down from January to March. Ditch the car; Capri’s roads are tortuously narrow and there’s little parking. Taxis are, of course, expensive. Capri Town is a pedestrian zone.




Beyond the Islands
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There’s no shortage of experiences to be had in Ischia and Capri’s outer reaches, from perilous walking trails to hot spring soaks that will bring you back to life. Almost.



You’ve had a taste of the Gulf of Naples islands; now get ready for dessert. Ischia’s most adventurous and defining experiences are found in its five outlying frazioni (hamlets), where you’ll find the island’s most popular thermal spas and rugged wildlife ranging from blinding white tuff peaks to mountains. You’ll also find fabulous beaches, including the Spiaggia dei Maronti, featured in Elena Ferrante’s My Brilliant Friend.

While the name Capri immediately conjures up glamorous villas, that’s (literally) only half of the story. This craggy island is split into two towns: the princess Capri Town, and Anacapri, her sporty sister. Here, you’ll find the blue phosphorescent waters of the Grotta Azzurra, fantastic hikes and, yes, villas. Quiet ones.
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TOP TIP

Certain spa parks in Ischia like Negombo are reservation-only and all have regulations. For better accommodation deals in Capri, try Anacapri, which is far less touristy and slightly less expensive, teeming with idyllic countryside B&Bs.




Lush Island Nature

Go beyond the beach

Geologists have attempted to explain the phenomenon of Ischia’s healing thermal waters, but spa-goers are less interested in science than the relief. The country club–like Giardini Poseidon in Ischia’s frazione of Forio is unquestionably Ischia’s most popular thermal park, offering outdoor pools, lavish spa treatments and access to the Spiaggia di Citara beach. For a more holistic experience, visit Parco Negombo in Lacco Ameno, surrounded by florals and therapeutic herbs. Destress amid 13 thermal pools, or enjoy the hammam, Japanese labyrinth pool, spa services and private beach.

For a 100% natural thermal adventure, head to Baia di Sorgeto. The waters coming out of its wellspring are boiling hot – literally; you’ll find potatoes and ears of corn cooking away – but the waters further off are manageably toasty.

Ischia offers supreme hiking opportunities. The Pizzi Bianchi hiking trail in Serrara Fontana takes you hundreds of metres up into a bewildering landscape of white tuff menhir peaks with jaw-dropping views of Sant’Angelo and the Spiaggia dei Maronti. Hiking to Monte Epomeo in Barano is another classic Ischia escape. The 789m hike up is relatively mild but the trails, caves, 15th-century chapel and views are nonetheless extremely rewarding.

For a less athletic green experience, visit the Giardini la Mortella in Forio. This bi-level paradise features a Mediterranean Hill, Greek theatre, aviary and Thai pavilion. Nearby is the Giardini Ravino, a 6000-sq-metre garden of succulents curated by local botanist Giuseppe D’Ambra.
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Take a cold shower

The glossy spas of Negombo and Poseidon are an excellent way to practise self-care, but consider a thermal water park that’s less about the pools and more about the water. The thermal water source of Fonte delle Ninfe di Nitrodi in Barano has been used since Greek times, its waters so renowned that people fill water jugs to take home. There are no pools here; just a network of refreshing showers, as well as an exquisitely manicured mountaintop setting, where you can take in stunning views of the valley hundreds of metres below. A basic entrance fee gets you a drink ticket to use at the health cafe plus a ticket for a face mask using products from Nitrodi’s thermal water–infused line of products. A true insider experience.



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND ISCHIA

Sarace’ Forio restaurant with excellent inventive seafood dishes in a sophisticated yet friendly space. €€€

Pignatello Michelin-star seafood restaurant in Lacco Ameno that specialises in fresh fish crudo. €€€

Bella Napoli Delicious pizza and gourmet specialities in Forio with traditional, cosy decor. €€€

Mushrooms & Chicken

Surprises in Ischia’s outer reaches

Lacco Ameno’s pedigree goes further than its splashy town square, idyllic seafront and high-money boutiques; it was also most likely the site of Pithecusae, the first Greek colony in the Italian peninsula. You can further explore Lacco Ameno’s Greek roots at the Museo Archeologico di Pithecusae, located in the hillside Villa Arbusto. The 18th-century villa was bought by the Council of Lacco Ameno expressly for the purpose of housing the numerous Greek artefacts uncovered during decades of exploration, namely red figure pottery and the Cup of Nestor. It was later repurchased by film director Angelo Rizzoli, who transformed the grounds into one of the island’s most scenic parks.

Lacco Ameno is home to the Parco Negombo thermal spa, as well as the paleo-Christian Basilica di Santa Restituta. The pristine, lively sprawl of Lacco Ameno’s beach owes its particular panorama to Il Fungo – ‘the mushroom’ – a squat, fungi-like rock formation rising up out of the sea.

Walk from the ancient village of Sant’Angelo or take a water taxi to Le Fumarole dei Maronti beach, so-called for its steaming-hot sands formed by volcanic gases escaping from the earth. Fun fact: savvy islanders use the sands to cook chicken (the birds are buried underneath). As you approach Le Fumarole, a sensational panorama unfolds before you of caramel-coloured sand, turquoise sea and steam rising from the ground.
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My favourite Ischia nature experience

Eduardo Buono, data scientist, shares his favourite Ischia nature experience.



I love hiking up to Mt Epomeo because you’re totally surrounded by nature. In total silence, I feel embraced by my island in front of a show that takes my breath away. To get to the peak, you start from Fontana and follow a path of about 1km with about 200m variation in height. It’s a medium-difficulty route, but at the top there’s this breathtaking 360-degree panorama overlooking Capri, Procida, the Amalfi Coast and the Parthenopean coasts. And there’s this restaurant called La Grotta da Fiore which serves traditional Ischia-style rabbit stew. Go at sunrise or sunset to really experience the beauty of this landscape.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND ISCHIA

Umberto a Mare Stunning beachside property in Forio with coastal Mediterranean-inspired decor. On Chiaia Beach. €€

Terme Manzi Historic property in Casamicciola with stunning Turkish-inspired interiors, an excellent spa and a pool. €€€

Hotel Terme Principe Historic property just off Lacco Ameno beach with well-priced spa, lovely swimming pool and thermal bath access. €€

Island Hiking Trail

Follow the little forts

‘Bring water’, is the first thing people say when you tell them you’re doing the Sentiero dei Fortini. ‘There’s nothing out there.’

And desolate it is: just you, forests, steep rock steps, cliffs and the wine-dark sea, hundreds of metres below. This is Anacapri’s Trail of Little Forts, an invigorating 6km hike that takes you through the string of early-19th-century British military outposts that once formed the island’s defence network. The sentiero (trail) runs on the west side of Anacapri between Grotta Azzurra at the north end and the lighthouse-topped Faro di Punta Carena at its southernmost tip. Hand-painted ceramic signs along the route describe local flora and fauna, including sea lions and rock-climbing octopuses.

The trail is of medium difficulty due to the steep, craggy terrain between Forte Pepino and Forte Mesola. The water problem is real; there’s one water fountain near Fort Mesola, but otherwise there are no shops, and few hikers. Come as early as possible; there is little shade on this route. You can do the trail from the Faro di Punta Carena to Grotta Azzurra, but most do it the other way around so they can cool off with a dive at Spiaggia di Faro cliff beach – particularly rewarding at sunset. Do note, however, that the most difficult terrain is towards the lighthouse. Wear trail shoes, not your new Capri sandals.


Quiet Village Life & Cultural Treasures

Just a short bus ride out of Capri Town, the centre of Anacapri is worlds away from the chichi elegance of Piazza Umberto I. Here you’ll find a tangle of quiet streets lined with restaurants, boutiques, cultural treasures and quirky architectural sites, such as La Casa Rossa (The Red House), intriguing for its blend of architectural styles and bright brick-red colour. Also worth a visit is the Villa di San Michele – the former home of Swedish physician and author Axel Munthe – with its grand sitting rooms and neoclassical gardens, built on Roman ruins. But the real neighbourhood stunner is the opulent Chiesa di San Michele, a petite baroque jewel with a show-stopping hand-painted tile floor depicting a Garden of Eden scene.



WHERE TO SWIM BEYOND ISCHIA

Spiaggia dei Maronti Ischia’s most popular beach; sprawling and golden, full of great beach restaurants and shops.

Spiaggia di San Montano Small insider beach between the green islets of Monte Vico and Zaro.

Spiaggia di San Francesco Long stretch of festive beach in Forio with lots of restaurants, shops and vintage hotels.


Looking Down on Creation

Mountains & natural phenomena

Just off Anacapri’s city centre, at Piazza Vittoria, is the entrance to the chairlift up to Monte Solaro, Capri’s highest peak. The 13-minute, 589m ride up will provide unforgettable views of terraced vineyards, white houses and lemon groves, with the gulf and the Amalfi Coast winking in the distance.

Vertigo? You can get to the top on foot by following Via Axel Munthe to Via Salita per il Solaro. Go right, then look for the iron crucifix marking La Crocetta pass. A left turn will take you to the hermitage of Santa Maria a Cetrella overlooking Marina Piccola; turning right will get you to the summit.

The hike takes about an hour each way. Ride up and walk down, or walk both ways if you’re fit. Keep an eye out for mountain goats.

The world-famous Grotta Azzurra is an incredibly beautiful natural phenomenon, although the sheer tourist crush may harsh your buzz. The grotto technically opens at 9am, but try to get there are early as possible to (slightly) shorten your wait. A ticket to the grotto is €14 for a five-minute tour; duck as the gondolier ushers the boat inside, lest you crack your head open on the rock. Inside, the waters glow electric blue and the gondoliers serenade you with Neapolitan classics. Oh; so this is why you came to Capri.


Best accommodation in anacapri

Capri Palace €€€

Shameless luxury that you’ll find only in Capri.

Giardino dell’Arte €€

Delightful B&B just outside Anacapri Centro with lovely blue and white rooms and a sprawling garden overlooking the island.

Boutique B&B Bettola Del Re €€

Charming B&B with tasteful coastal decor, a large outdoor terrace, and excellent food and aperitivi.




Getting Around

You can easily reach individual spots on Ischia from Ischia Ponte and Ischia Porto with the circular CD and CS bus lines, but a personal set of wheels is more convenient for travelling between frazioni. Anacapri’s greatest hits are connected by its bus service, but keep in mind that Anacapri and Capri buses are run by different companies.




THE AMALFI COAST
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Ink-blue sea lapping at endless stretches of beach and pastel-coloured houses clinging to stacked cliffs. Sprigs of wild rosemary brush your arms; the perfume of lemons wafts through the air. Every time you look up, there’s another colourful tiled cupola rising from the skyline; every time you look down, more stone steps. You pinch yourself. It’s real; you’re on the Amalfi Coast.

Lucky you! People wait lifetimes to experience this magical expanse of coastline. Amalfi, the medieval trading city and the region’s namesake, was Italy’s first Maritime Republic, and is still the area’s principal hub. Richard Wagner famously took refuge in hilltop Ravello, today the site of the internationally acclaimed Ravello Festival. Few moments are as thrilling as watching Positano’s cone-shaped panorama swim into focus from the ferry. But don’t stop there. Be surprised by the coast’s smaller villages, Roman ruins and rugged natural beauty – home of Ulysses’ legendary mermaids. You’re finally here. Make it yours.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Cattedrale di Sant’Andrea

2 Chiesa di Santa Maria Assunta

3 Spiaggia Grande

4 Villa Cimbrone

5 Villa Rufolo

SIGHTS

6 Museo della Carta

(see 1) Museo Diocesano di Amalfi

7 Riserva Statale Valle delle Ferriere

8 Spiaggia Arienzo

9 Spiaggia del Fornillo

10 Spiaggia Laurito




TOP TIP

Amalfi, halfway between Sorrento and Salerno and the area’s main ferry and bus hub, is the best base if you are planning on exploring the region. If the rates are too rich for your blood, consider staying in Salerno or the coast’s other sleepy fishing villages instead.




Pyramid City

The romance of Positano

Positano’s volcano-shaped skyline is instantly recognisable among the villages dotting the Amalfi Coast, its pastel-coloured buildings clinging on for dear life. But there’s only one way to get around, and that’s to climb its hundreds of steps.

As dastardly as the steps can be – particularly in the heat, or when dragging a suitcase to your B&B – you’ll pass artisanal linen pezze (beachwear) boutiques and art galleries, and glide under a gnarled wood pergola, hung with garlands of purple blooms. You’ll be rewarded by soaring panoramas of sea and sky when you reach the top.

The yellow Vietri-tiled dome of the Chiesa di Santa Maria Assunta map Google map is Positano’s second-most iconic sight. But venture underneath to explore the recently-opened-to-the-public Roman villa, located beneath the church’s medieval crypts. The exquisitely frescoed grand villa is believed to have been another victim of the catastrophic eruption of Mt Vesuvius in 79 CE.

Positano is best known for it spectacular coastline, but it has great beaches, too. Spiaggia Grande map Google map at the port teems with beautiful people and flanks Positano’s stretch of locali (bars) and restaurants, whereas Spiaggia del Fornillo map Google map is a secluded yet lively pebbly inlet beach. If even that’s too much action, try Spiaggia Arienzo map, 1km east of Positano, or Spiaggia Laurito map, 3km away. These tiny pebble beaches are wrapped in striated cliffs, worlds away from Positano’s swells.
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Montepertuso

Sometimes, Positano is a little too Positano. When that happens, take the shuttle bus from Piazza dei Mulini to Montepertuso up in the Lattari mountains for a radically different yet classic ‘beyond Positano’ experience. There are a number of restaurants and historical taverns up here, which make for a perfect lunchtime interlude. Try Il Ritrovo, a quiet bistro that serves inventive country cuisine made with local products – think fried fiori di zucca (zucchini flowers) stuffed with Provola di Agerola, Agerola’s prized cheese. Il Ritrovo has ample outside seating and offers views of the gulf and woodland below.



WHERE TO EAT IN POSITANO

Covo dei Saraceni A middle ground between pizzas and higher-end fare – both delicious. Chic space just steps from the port. €€€

La Zagara Historic bar and restaurant with iconic blue and orange Vietri-tiled floor, outdoor pergola and traditional pastries. €€€

Casa e Bottega Delightful organic food bistro/boutique selling work by local artisans. Shop ceramics, textiles and objets d’art. €€€

Medieval Centre & Paper

Amalfi’s great artisans

It’s just a few steps from Amalfi’s port to reach Piazza Duomo, dotted with historic coffee bars and the fountain of Sant’Andrea Apostolo. The Arabic-Norman Cattedrale di Sant’Andrea map Google map dominates the piazza with its massive 62-step staircase. Visit the cathedral to admire the frescoes in the idyllic Cloister of Paradise and the Basilica of the Crucifix, first constructed in the 6th century. The adjacent Museo Diocesano di Amalfi map Google map is home to ecclesiastical art and, in its crypt, the relics of Sant’Andrea (St Andrew), the city’s patron saint. Strolling down Via Lorenzo D’Amalfi – the town’s main drag – you’ll find romantic alleys and restaurants, plus boutiques selling artsy clothing and artisanal ceramics.

Amalfi isn’t merely a former maritime superpower; since the 13th century, it has also been a producer of artisanal paper. The area stretching from the Valle dei Mulini at the far end of town through the forested Valle delle Ferriere was once a hive of paper mills, powered by the forest’s lapping waterfalls. Learn more at the Museo della Carta map Google map (Paper Museum), housed in one of the town’s original 13th-century paper presses – the oldest in Europe.

The museum offers hands-on tours in Italian, Spanish and English. Visitors are able to view the historic instruments, and even try their hand at making their own artisanal paper. The gift shop sells beautiful notebooks and other paper gifts.


Amalfi’s Main Currency

Lemons are prime currency in Campania. But there’s just one place to get Amalfi lemons, and that’s Amalfi. To learn more about the city’s quintessential citrus fruit, head to the Amalfi Lemon Experience, an organic lemon orchard run by the Aceto family since 1825. You’ll learn how lemon trees are sustainably grafted to make them more disease-resistant. Head to the orchard’s spacious cafe area with peaceful valley views, where you’ll sample homemade lemon sweets and 100% organic limoncello made on-site. Limoncello isn’t considered proper limoncello unless it’s over 30 proof – taste the difference for yourself.




even more lemons!

The Giardini di Cataldo lemon orchard in Sorrento runs a bar, speciality shop and gelateria alongside its orchard. Everything is made with authentic organic limone di sorrento, of course.



WHERE TO SHOP IN AMALFI

Dalla Carta alla Cartolina Magical paper shop with art exhibit; drop postcards in a mailbox and see its beautiful story come to life.

Angela Romano Artisanal boutique selling luxury coastal apparel for men and women.

L’Altra Costiera Shop with a wide selection of traditional and modern coastal artisanal ceramic ware.


Eight-Hundred-Year-Old Villas

Let Ravello enchant you

Ravello’s sprawling Villa Rufolo map Google map, just off Piazza Duomo, is named after the noble family who founded it in the 13th century. In its 800 years, it’s also been the residence of King Robert of Anjou, as well as several popes. You can literally see its history: the 14th-century entrance tower, the Gothic gateway, the curlicued Moorish courtyard and the 19th-century cascading gardens and lavish sitting rooms with sweeping views of the gulf. Here, Wagner got the inspiration for the second act of his opera Parsifal.

Villa Cimbrone map Google map is just 10 minutes away. Like Villa Rufolo, it’s a medieval structure peppered with influences from subsequent eras, but Villa Cimbrone’s major draw is its gorgeous garden. Allow yourself to be transported when you pass through its rose bushes or underneath its leafy shaded pergola, lush with purple blooms. Linger on the Terrace of Infinity, 280m above sea level, with its garden of marble busts and gasp-worthy views.

Both villas also function as hotels, with frescoed ceilings and Vietri-tile floors. Even if you can’t afford a night there, you can enjoy a drink at Villa Cimbrone’s Grotto di Eva hilltop garden bar.


Best Places to Stay in Ravello

Hotel Parsifal – Antico Convento del 1288 €€€

Staying at this stunning luxury hotel situated in a 13th-century convent is a religious experience. Original antique tile floors, opulent upstairs salons.

Le Perle d’Italia €€

Extremely well appointed B&B on the edge of town. Mediterranean coastal decor; breakfast you can enjoy on the mountain-view terrace.

Palazzo Avino €€€

Ornate old-world decor that manages to be breezy in a stately 12th-century palace with fanciful Moorish touches.




Getting Around

The infamous SITA bus running along the perilous SS163 highway is the principal mode of public transportation between the Amalfi Coast’s cities. As nerve wracking as it can be, taking the SITA is vastly preferable to driving in this heavily trafficked region. Ferries run regularly between the major cities and the smaller cities on the eastern end of the coast. Note that the last ferry out of Positano leaves early in high season; in low season, service diminishes drastically, so if you’re not staying over, plan to leave by SITA bus.




Beyond the Amalfi Coast
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Mermaids, secret bays, Roman ruins, and a hike that lets you commune with the gods. Positano who?

From secluded beaches to charming villages, the areas surrounding Positano, Amalfi and Ravello are worth their own itinerary. Tackle epic hikes like the iconic Sentiero degli Dei and the Sentiero di Ieranto, the trails perfumed with lemons and wild rosemary. The ragged coast’s mysterious cliffs and grottoes are deeply alluring for water sports and sailing adventures.

Allow yourself to be surprised by Amalfi Coast wines when you visit Furore or the hilltop winemaking area known as Tramonti. Along the way, you’ll meet the oldest city on the Amalfi Coast, dine in a fishing village that produces a condiment so delicious gourmands hoard their supply, and see the rainbow burst in Vietri sul Mare, the birthplace of Vietri tiles.
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TOP TIP

If a scooter isn’t your speed, consider ferrying it along the coast. Though pricier than the bus, even in high season they’re far less crowded and often quicker (Amalfi to Salerno in 35 minutes, Cetara to Vietri sul Mare in five).




A Town to Return To

discover sorrento’s many riches

The seaside city of Sorrento often gets lumped in with the Amalfi Coast, but it’s 100% Sorrento Peninsula, baby. Scratch beneath the touristy plasticised menus and cookie-cutter souvenirs in its historic centre to find masterpieces of medieval, Renaissance and baroque architecture. The exquisite religious centres include the 11th-century Basilica di Sant’Antonino and the Chiostro di San Francesco, with its leafy courtyard and modern art exhibits. Dig even deeper for Roman ruins; Sorrento was a holiday destination for emperors, and before that, a Greek colony. Sorrento also boasts a healthy calendar of cultural events at great spaces like the beautiful Parco di Villa Fiorentino, which hosts tastefully curated revolving modern art and photography exhibits in a serene park setting. You’ll find grand villas, some of which are now palatial hotels, like the Grand Hotel Excelsior Vittoria on Piazza Torquato Tasso. Don’t miss the Museo della Tarsia Lignea – a museum dedicated to the intricate craft of inlaid wood, which originated in Sorrento in the 15th century.


Enjoy caffè in Piazza Tasso, then head to the ancient quarter to browse boutiques and see Sorrento’s artisanal woodworkers toiling in their shops. Then stroll Villa Comunale map Google map’s gardens, where you might crash a wedding. Decide: dinner at Marina Piccola with its excellent seafood restaurants, or in the historic centre for old-school eats under lemon groves? Whatever you decide, stop by Giardini di Cataldo to sample 100% artisanal limoncello.
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Best Nightlife in Sorrento
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Giuseppe Morvillo, journalist, travel planner and owner of sorrentovibes.com, tells you where to enjoy the best Sorrento nightlife.



Peter’s Beach is great – you can drink until midnight and they have twice-weekly musical events and theme parties. They also organise cultural events like indie, classic and sometimes contemporary music. Grand Hotel Excelsior Vittoria is a historic property; they have a magnificent terrace where you can have an aperitivo or cocktail. Hotel Mediterraneo in Sant’Agnello is really famous for its rooftop bar; the views are incredible. Then there’s Bar Ercolano in Piazza Tasso where they have live music. And Vrasa – it’s got a garden. Amazing style and unique location. I’m sure it will boom!



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND RAVELLO

La Cianciola Somewhere between homey and chic, offering classic seafood dishes with a twist in Cetara’s Piazza Cantone. €€

Pizzerie Da Giufè This all-round star in Vietri sul Mare serves fantastic fritti and a surprisingly light Neapolitan-style pizza. €€

Pasticceria Sandra Old-school pastry shop on Vietri sul Mare’s Corso Umberto I with artisanal creations you won’t find anywhere else. €

Between Heaven & Earth

A walk with the deities

Any traveller you meet here will ask, ‘Have you done the Path of the Gods yet?’, so famous is this mountain trail, so-called for the godly experience of being suspended somewhere between heaven and earth.

The Sentiero degli Dei is about 6km long each way – starting in Agerola (Bomerano) and ending in the hamlet of Nocelle. From its dizzying heights, you can spy terraces, olive groves and the blue-and-white dome of Praiano as you scale the side of the mountain, accompanied by the Greek gods and the ghosts of the writers and artists who hiked this trail before you. Inspired by the Greek legends surrounding the Sorrento Peninsula, Italo Calvino described it as ‘the road suspended over the magical gulf of the Sirens’.

Instead of starting from Agerola and ending in Nocelle, you can take the trail to the halfway point, turning back to Agerola when you come to the fork between the trail’s ‘upper’ and ‘lower’ paths. The route is clearly marked and you’ll encounter many pilgrims along the way.

If you choose to end your hike in Nocelle, you’ll be greeted by a lemon slushy stand; for a refreshing treat, try one mixed with a splash of orange juice. There are also bathrooms so you can freshen up before tackling the 1700-step hike down to Positano.


Adventure beaches

If you’re gutsy (and in top shape), then try the Sorrento Peninsula’s life-changing adventure beaches. The Bagni di Regina Giovanna – the ruins of the seaside Roman villa of Pollio Felix – today serves as a natural swimming hole, despite the danger signs blocking the cobblestone path. It’s a long hike down (and back up) but the panorama, punctuated by Roman arches and bathers diving off the ruins into the sea, is mesmerising.

Alternatively, there’s the Baia di Ieranto, the legendary home of the mermaids who attempted to seduce Ulysses. The 45-minute medium-difficulty trail starts from the hamlet of Nerano and leads to a secluded yet lively cliff beach facing the Faraglioni (rock towers) of Capri. The pebbly shore is tranquil, perfect for a lovely swim and people- or mermaid-watching.




Cliff Hikes

Prefer hiking on the cliffs? Try the Sentiero dei Fortini in Capri.



WHERE TO EAT AROUND AMALFI

Euroconca It may look like a roadside stand, but this is an elegant Conca dei Marini restaurant with fantastic spaghetti alle vongole. €€€

Le Arcate Just out of the tunnel between Amalfi and Atrani with lovely sea views; good pizza and seafood. €€€

Sal de Riso Famous pasticceria and gelateria in Minori. Vintage wood and glass interiors; pastry case full of perfect sweets. €

Wine & Fjords

A tipple; a secluded beach

Head east and you’ll hit Furore, aka, la citta’ che non c’e’ – the city that doesn’t really exist. There’s no centre – just smatterings of nondescript buildings decorated with funky murals, creating a sort of open art museum. You’ll need wheels to see it properly. Otherwise, stop by Cantine Marisa Cuomo – a woman-run winery that’s the birthplace of the multi-award-winning Fiorduva wine. You can tour the hilltop vineyard with views of the sea and the cliffs, or opt for the tasting experience. Don’t get too tipsy – you’ll need your wits for the Fiordo di Furore, a secluded pebble and cliff beach crowned by a scenic arched bridge. There’s only one way to get there. You guessed it: down hundreds of stone steps.

The 5070 SITA bus from Amalfi will drop you off at the overpass, where you’ll start your downward hike. Hang in there; the crystal-clear waters and joyous atmosphere are worth it. Furore is a free beach and, according to Luigi, the sea wolf who’s been renting out deck chairs here for the past 15 years, it’s completely secluded except Sundays and the week of Ferragosto in August.

Just past Furore in Conca dei Marini, you’ll find La Grotta dello Smeraldo, a phosphorescent cave with a beautiful underwater Vietri-made ceramic presepe at the bottom, 4m deep. Did we mention that the waters glow bright green? Guided tour only.


Quiet Beach Hideaways

Tiny Atrani’s postcard panorama attracted Dutch artist MC Escher in 1923, when he took inspiration for some of his labyrinthine works from its snaking alleyways. Further east are Minori and Maiori, with their idyllic waterfronts. For casual hikers, there’s a 3km walking path between the two towns called the Sentiero dei Limoni, a beautiful lemon grove ramble. Minori is also known for its pasta, its biggest hits including scialatielli - thick ribbon pasta - and ‘ndunderi, ricotta and potato gnocchi. Maiori and Minori also make an excellent base for exploring the coast; they’re both connected by ferry to its principal cities – just a 10- to 20- minute ride to Amalfi – and you can often get good (well, decent) accommodation deals.




Phosphorescent Pilgrimages

The phenomenon of phosphorescence cannot be missed if you’re in the area. The Grotta Azzurra in Anacapri is the most dramatic; its waters are practically neon.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND AMALFI

Amalfi Coast Agriturismo Serafina A farmhouse B&B in Furore, with hotel-level amenities and charm, and sea views. €€€

Casa Amorino Seaside B&B in Minori with breezy coastal decor and a lovely garden for guests; romantic for couples. €€

Casa Clotilde Well-appointed B&B in Maiori with a charmingly rustic decor. Beautiful views of the coastline, and homemade sweets. €€

Up in the Mountains

Chase waterfalls

Should you feel like trading medieval romance for mountain grit, there are two great hikes starting just outside of Ravello. To hike to the 12th-century ruins of the Basilica di Sant’Eustachio, you’ll pass through ancient Scala – the oldest town in the Amalfi Coast – and the villages Minuta and Pontone, overlooking the Valle di Dragone, until you reach the Basilica with its stunning triple-apse facade studded with mosaic inlays. You can segue right into the Sentiero delle Ferriere trail, which runs between Amalfi and Scala, through the valley where Amalfi’s ancient paper mills were located, amid lush forest and whispering waterfalls.

Tuscan reds are wonderful, but have you ever tried wines made from grapes that breathe salt water and mountain mist? Meet Tramonti – a dispersed mountaintop community of villages linked only by their historic clifftop vineyards. Campania vineyards produce bold red grape varietals like Tintore and Piedirosso, as well as crisp whites like the slightly sulphuric Biancolella, grown in volcanic soil. Enjoy a classic vineyard tasting tour plus a gourmet farm-to-table experience at the sprawling Tenuta San Francesco, where you can take a cooking class or enjoy a home-cooked farm-to-table multi-course meal to pair with your artisanal wine. For something far more intimate, visit the family-run Monte di Grazia Azienda Agricola Biologica, where you’ll sample a flight of bold wines in the owner’s own mountaintop garden.
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Amalfi Coast Sea Adventures
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Giovanni Fasano, owner of Vietri Rent multiservice agency, gives us his recommendations for the best sea adventures to be had on the Amalfi Coast.



Visit the promontory of Capo d’Orso and enjoy the sight of the maquis (herbal shrubland). Stop for a swim in the clear waters of Pandora’s cave (Grotta di Pandora). The Marmorata waterfalls are also beautiful; you can only get there by boat. You can also have lunch at one of the area’s small beaches like Santa Croce, or the bay of Conca dei Marini. Swim in the clear waters of Fiordo di Furore beach and watch adventure seekers try things like zip lining or cliff jumping.



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND POSITANO

Ristorante Eughenes Aggressively old school, economical eatery in Massa Lubrense, at the juncture for the Punta Campanella hike. €€

O’Parrucchiano Serving high-end traditional Italian food in Sorrento since before Italy was a country. Has a lemon grove. €€€

La Cantinaccia del Popolo  Boisterous trattoria in Sorrento with gut-busting portions of traditional Campanian favourites. €€

Jewels of the Coast

Ceramics & anchovies

Vietri sul Mare is the birthplace of the exquisitely colourful hand-painted Vietri ceramics you’ve seen decorating the Amalfi Coast’s villas and the majestic cupolas that dominate its cityscapes. Its city centre is an open-air museum, with ceramics lining stairways, storefronts and alleyways in a technicolour blaze. Even a simple water fountain can be a priceless work of art, like the turquoise blue ‘ciucciarello’ donkey statue in Piazza Matteotti. Get lost in the ceramics workshops lining the streets, where you’ll see the artisans hard at work on vases, decorations and tableware. Then visit the Villa Comunale, an urban garden noted for its series of rainbow-hued tiled steps leading down to the sea.


Next, meet Cetara; a small fishing village that’s big on charm. After docking, head up to the imposing Torre di Cetara, a 14th-century Angevin watchtower, to take in the panorama, then head down the steps to its left and arrive at the Spiaggia di Lannio. This tiny black-sand beach is sheltered by cliffs; a perfect secret beach experience. After a dip, it’s time to experience Cetara’s signature culinary speciality – colatura di alici, an umami-rich oil made from salt-cured anchovies. Enjoy a heaping plate of spaghetti con colatura di alici at La Cianciola on Piazza Cantone, a great location for catching the town’s summertime seaside concerts.
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Raito

The lovely mountaintop village of Raito is just a quick ride away on the 01 bus from Vietri’s main piazza. Raito is home to the Museo della ceramica a Raito – Raito Ceramics Museum – where you can learn more about the tradition of ceramics-making and see some of the earliest examples of the art form, dating back to the 17th century. Further up the hill, you’ll find Le Vigne di Raito, a woman-run cantina (winery). It not only has tasting menus but also relaxed picnics where – after touring the tranquil grounds and savouring the views – visitors can sample the winery’s prize-winning and surprisingly robust rosé in a casual hilltop setting. Who said wine has to be stuffy?




Getting Around

While Sorrento and Positano are wellconnected to the surrounding villages, the connections between the villages themselves are meagr eand unreliable. In general, a scooter is your best bet for reaching the area’s dispersed attractions, but only if you’re experienced; this is not the place to learn.




SALERNO & CILENTO
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Extending from the coast to a 900m-high mountain, Salerno is the second biggest city in Campania after Naples, counting 127,000 inhabitants to Naples’ one million. It is often called ‘little Napoli’.

Salerno has been inhabited since at least the 6th century BCE by Osco-Etruscans. In the 2nd century BCE, the Romans made Salerno a major maritime colony and built a proper port. Salerno became its own principality in the Middle Ages, and a prosperous melting pot of cultures, finding itself between the Byzantine and the Islamic worlds. This melting pot is part of the origin of the Schola Medica Salernitana. In the 1800s, many factories were built – Salerno was even dubbed the ‘Manchester of the two Sicilies’ – and by the time Italy was unified in 1861, the province of Salerno was the third-richest in Italy.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Castello di Arechi

2 Cattedrale di Santa Maria degli Angeli, San Matteo e San Gregorio VII

3 Giardino della Minerva

SIGHTS

4 Lungomare Trieste

(see 1) Museo Medievale

5 Museo Virtuale della Scuola Medica Salernitana

6 Via Roma

7 Villa Comunale




TOP TIP

Between the kindness of its people and the layout of its streets, Salerno is somewhere between a town and a city. If you intend to go shopping, check the stores’ opening hours – in summer, they tend to take a rather long break after lunch.



Essential Salerno

Breathtaking views and centuries-old traditions

The Castello di Arechi map Google map dominates Salerno from 300m above the city, only a 10-minute drive from the centre. The castle was built by Prince Arechi II in the 8th century on the remains of a Roman fort. Fun fact: it has never been conquered. Visitors can walk along the castle battlements and towers for a unique view over Salerno and the entire gulf, then explore the adjacent Museo Medievale map Google map. The castle often organises cultural and social events such as Rock alla Rocca concerts.

If you’re looking for a magical place to spend a few hours, head to Salerno’s Giardino della Minerva map Google map (Garden of Minerva), the oldest modern botanical garden in the world. In the early 1300s, Matteo Silvatico – a noble physician at the Schola Medica Salernitana – created the garden to cultivate natural remedies and teach his students. Today, you can walk through the terraced orchard to admire over 300 species of plants and a spectacular view of the city and sea below.

The lower terrace is still dedicated to medicinal herbs and is divided according to the ancient plant classification system following the theory of the four humours (blood, yellow bile, black bile and phlegm). There is also an apothecary-style cafe offering all-natural infusions, a library and a multi-media lab.


Schola Medica Salernitana

The legend of the foundation of Europe’s oldest medical school, the Schola Medica Salernitana, goes like this: on a stormy night in the 9th century, a Latin man, a Greek man, a Jewish man and an Arab man sought refuge under an archway of Salerno’s aqueduct. The four began discussing the Latin man’s wounds and discovered that they were all physicians. They decided to open a school that would be based on traditions from all cultures. The Salerno Medical School took pride in allowing women to study, practise and teach medicine. These women went down in history as Mulieres Salernitanae (women of Salerno).



WHERE TO EAT IN SALERNO’S HISTORIC CENTRE

Al Civico 90 This simple, tasteful restaurant wows with its signature cheese-filled dumpling dish, noccioraviolo. €€

La Botte Pazza A homey Italian restaurant that uses local produce. Refill your wine glass at the self-service taps. €€

Da Michele Renowned pizzeria perfect for eating on a budget. Go for the classic margherita or a pizza fritta. €


The Duomo & the Seafront

TREASURES OF THE CITY

Salerno’s duomo (cathedral), the Cattedrale di Santa Maria degli Angeli, San Matteo e San Gregorio VII map Google map, was built by the Normans in the 11th century. As you walk inside, you’ll see the influences through the centuries, with Renaissance frescoes, Byzantine columns, inlaid work, colourful marble, and three colourful mosaics behind the apse, made in the 1950s. The bronze door is framed by two lions that are said to have saved the city from a Saracen attack.

The cathedral’s baroque crypt houses the remains of San Matteo (St Matthew), the city’s beloved patron saint. The vault is covered in late-mannerist frescoes representing scenes from the saint’s life by the Italian-Greek artist Belisario Coerenzio.

Salerno’s seafront promenade, Lungomare Trieste map Google map, is considered one of Italy’s most beautiful. In summertime, the beach hums with music, sports and games.

Walk through Villa Comunale and cross Via Roma map Google map, the main street studded with restaurants and bars, then delve into the maze of alleys that constitute Salerno’s historic centre. It’s populated with stores of all kinds, including old workshops producing ancient crafts, from colourful ceramics to inlay works.

From November to January, Salerno attracts countless tourists thanks to Luci d’Artista: light installations strewn across Salerno. Every year the city chooses a theme, from fairy tales and myths to monuments and food. You can take pictures with the light sculptures and giant Christmas tree, and ride a Ferris wheel overlooking the gulf.
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Best Churches in Salerno

Other than Salerno’s duomo, these two churches also deserve a visit.

San Pietro a Corte

This church shows the many steps in Salerno’s history: a Roman thermal bath (1st century), an early Christian tomb (5th century), a prince’s palace (8th century; the only surviving example of Longobard palatial architecture in Italy) and finally the church we see today.

Chiesa di San Giorgio

The myriad colourful frescoes in this church easily make San Giorgio the most visually pleasing and most baroque church in Salerno.




Getting Around

Everything there is to see in Salerno, except for Castello di Arechi, is reachable on foot. If you get to Salerno by car, you can leave it in the massive, newly built parking lot under Piazza della Libertà, a stone’s throw away from Villa Comunale. Salerno is on the ferry route from Naples, Sorrento and (in summer) the Amalfi Coast resorts and islands. It is also on the main train line between Naples and Reggio Calabria.




Beyond Salerno
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A dramatically different side of Cilento than what we’ve seen so far.
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A prosperous plateau on the eastern side of Cilento, Vallo di Diano sees little tourism, despite the entire area being a Unesco World Heritage Site. Its picturesque villages cling to ancient traditions and provide a rare type of slow life. Not far off, the caves of Pertosa contain the remains of a pile-dwelling village from the 2nd millennium BCE.

Past the Vallo di Diano, the Cilento Coast is a 100km-long coastal strip of hamlets facing emerald waters between the Gulf of Salerno and the Gulf of Policastro. The gem is undoubtedly Paestum with its well-preserved ancient Greek temples. Other beauties are enchanting beach towns such as Marina di Camerota, Ascea and Palinuro.


TOP TIP

Locals have a life expectancy that is on average 10 years longer than in the rest of Italy. Their secret to longevity? People in these remote villages take things slow. Don’t rush them.




Explore Padula

From monasteries to baptistries

Go to the town of Padula and visit the Certosa di San Lorenzo di Padula, the largest Carthusian charterhouse in the world (51.5 sq metres). Built in 1306, its ornaments were embellished repeatedly until the 1700s – ranging from frugal monk cells to the Chiostro Grande, the massive cloister (104m by 149m), which took nearly two centuries to complete.

The iconic scalone, the elliptical staircase that became a symbol of the certosa, can sadly no longer be visited. The monastery also houses a rich museum hosting archaeological findings from Vallo di Diano, dated to the 10th to 6th century BCE.

Between Padula and the neighbouring town of Sala Consilina, you’ll see brown street signs pointing to the impossibly picturesque 4th century Battistero di San Giovanni in Fonte – one of the oldest baptistries in the Western world and the only one built on water.

Time and the elements have not preserved the frescoes well, but you can see faces of the apostles on the walls, and still recognise the distinct Byzantine style. Sit on the ground, put your feet in the stream and let the water lull you. This is the perfect place for a picnic in the shade of the tall trees that act as the perfect frame to this picturesque scene.
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The Products of Cheese-Making

Milk is sometimes called oro bianco (white gold) here. Cheese-making is embedded in the history of this region, and cheese makers retain ancient traditions while keeping up with technology. The towns of Capaccio Paestum, Battipaglia and Eboli are home to some of the best caseifici (cheese-making factories). The queen of cheeses is undoubtedly the pure white round mozzarella di bufala (buffalo mozzarella), but there are many other products, like its mini-self (bocconcini), a smoked and darker version (provola), a flattened and braided version (treccia) or the delicate, soft ricotta. That’s not even mentioning the hard, stretched-curd caciocavallo.



BEST CASEIFICI TO VISIT

La Perla del Mediterraneo This caseificio specialises in mozzarella di bufala, all dairy-related products and lactose-free mozzarella.

Da Vannulo Take a tour in the Museum of Rural Life of this caseificio that treats its 600 buffaloes with homeopathic care.

Caseificio Barlotti This caseificio organises tastings of its many specialities: dairy, meat, vegetables, yoghurt, cakes and pastries.

Temples & Caves

Echoes of an ancient time

Parco Archeologico di Paestum is home to the only Magna Graecian colony that has survived in its entirety, with ruins that are among the best preserved in the world. The heroes here are the three temples dedicated to Hera, built across the 5th century BCE. Then there are the ruins of a Roman amphitheatre, shops, houses, thermal baths and every component befitting a city popular among rich merchants and nobles. Don’t miss the museum, where you can admire world-famous images like the Tomb of the Diver. Download the Paestum app for a solo guided tour.

The Grotte di Pertosa-Auletta have been around for 35 million years, with signs of being inhabited since the Bronze Age. Guided tours take you inside the caves, past thousands of stalactites and stalagmites, like the iconic ‘Kiss’ where a stalactite and a stalagmite resemble two faces kissing. But the real star of the visit is navigating the Fiume Negro on a raft –this is the only site in Italy where you can sail on an underground river. The experience is magical because of the artificial lighting that makes the grotto look like the set of a horror movie. Every few years, the caves become the stage for special performances of Dante’s Inferno, a thrilling sight to behold.
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Stars Underground

The Grotte di Pertosa-Auletta hold one more secret: writings on the wall. There are six-pointed stars, names, the digits 1944 and 1945. The Stars of David attest that the authors of the graffiti must have been Jewish and the numbers provide enough context for an explanation. In those years, locals hid Neapolitan Jews in the caves so they wouldn’t be deported to concentration camps. It’s unknown whether the graffiti was penned by the Jews in hiding, or by the Jewish soldiers who landed in this area as part of the Allied troops. The darkness of the cave also hides one more inscription, in Hebrew; it reads ‘this valley is beautiful, but the one waiting for us even more so’.



WHERE TO EAT IN PADULA

Locanda dei Trecento Generous portions, friendly staff and authentic recipes and ingredients: one of the best restaurants. €

Agriturismo L’Aia Antica Typical Cilento food using home-grown produce. At dinner, pizza is queen. €

Porticum Herculis In an ancient villa with frescoes. The local food is delicious and comes at a very low price. €

Trek, Hike, or Ride in Nature

Cilento’s wild side

The Parco Nazionale del Cilento, Vallo di Diano e Alburni is Italy’s second-largest national park, with over 360 sq km of uncontaminated nature, extending from the sea to the Apennines. It is, in its entirety, a Unesco World Heritage Site. The park is home to 1800 species of indigenous plants, 10% of which are rare. There are also hundreds of bird, mammal, reptile and fish species. Trek past streams and waterfalls, wander through meadows and forests. The many beautiful hiking trails will take you to lonely places of worship or even archaeological sites.

The Cilento Coast’s treasures range from beaches to villages to archaeological sites. Hit the coast between the towns of Agropoli and Marina di Ascea for an idyllic stretch of sandy beach; there’s also a fun, gay-friendly beach in Eboli. Driving south from Agropoli, you’ll find Castellabate, a medieval hilltop village considered one of the most beautiful in Italy. Its sea hamlet, Punta Licosa, with its crystalline waters, was believed to be inhabited by sirens. Further down is Acciaroli, the enchanting village where Ernest Hemingway was inspired to write The Old Man and the Sea. Don’t miss Velia, home to the Greek city of Elea, whose citizens keep ancient traditions alive by organising a theatre festival in a millennium-old amphitheatre. Heading south from Palinuro to Marina di Camerota, you can explore gorges and caves, where researchers have found prehistoric hominid remains.


Why I love Paestum

[image: jpg]

Federica Bocco, writer



Paestum is a unique archaeological site, that allows you to have an intimate experience; I often wander for minutes without encountering anyone. Some days, the only company I’ll get are the sneaky lizards on the ground and the swallows who fly low to say hello. If it weren’t for the gardeners carefully tending the grass around the temples, you could almost pretend you’ve discovered the ruins yourself.

I love Pompeii, but walking in Paestum, not distracted by shouting children or loud guides? Here I truly feel close to the history of the place. I can almost hear my ancestors going about their busy lives in this idyllic ghost town.




Getting Around

There aren’t many transport options in Vallo di Diano and the inland parts of Cilento. There are currently no trains – the stations exist but have been closed for years – but the national railway service (Rete Ferroviaria Italiana) runs a handful of buses every day to and from Napoli, Battipaglia (the closest operating train station) and other towns. The public bus company SITA Sud runs three daily services between Salerno and Pertosa (Monday to Saturday). That said, bus services can be unreliable. Driving is the best way to reach these areas, so you are fully autonomous and not dependent on bus departure/arrival times. The roads are good and the signals visible and in good shape.









Puglia
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TARALLI & VINO


Where olive-green seas intertwine with seas of green olive groves, and seafood is a feast for the eyes and stomach.
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Puglia’s obsession with good food and good wine makes it one of Italy’s main destinations for foodies. So it seems appropriate that the Italian expression ‘finire a taralli e vino’, literally meaning ‘ending up with taralli and wine’, was born here. Metaphorically, it is used to indicate a heated quarrel that ultimately ends in a friendly and calm atmosphere, just like the wine and taralli – a type of dried snack similar to breadsticks in texture – that were offered, once upon a time, to guests in Puglia.

This sun-kissed region has long been stereotyped as a warm and welcoming but poor land, that would attract tourists for a few dives in its clear waters, followed by tasty seafood and white wine, but push its own children to emigrate elsewhere.

After the pandemic, however, Puglia is finally being appreciated for its true richness. Many of its citizens lost to wealthier places in Europe have come back in a counter-exodus and have decided to stay, giving Puglia another chance. Amid its Greek-like villages and medieval towns, along with bigger cities like Bari, the Italian seafood capital, and baroque Lecce, you’ll see an up-and-coming youth trying to boost Puglia’s territory, beyond just summer.
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THE MAIN AREAS

ALBEROBELLO

Countryside relaxation.

LECCE

Folk dancing and nightlife.

VIESTE

Hiking trails with sea views.




Find Your Way


Puglia is the heel of Italy’s boot and the country’s longest region. Its coastlines, filled with environmental diversity and nightlife fun, stretch for almost 900km. We’ve picked Puglia’s most iconic areas to help you unravel its many treasures.
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Plan Your Time


As the locals say, Puglia is ‘a state of mind’. Bike or hike its nature trails, grab a grilled octopus sandwich by the coast, then dance until dawn to the rhythm of its folk dances.
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A Couple of Days

• If you’re a history buff, you will want to start off with a road trip to some of the 12 Greek villages of Salento to explore a piece of Greece in southern Italy. If you’re pressed for time, end your tour in Lecce, a picturesque white, baroque town. But it’s best to keep going north through the Pugliese countryside and pay a visit to Alberobello and the Disneyesque Valle d’Itria, to discover Italian history that – for once – doesn’t have anything to do with Greek or Roman ruins: the trulli, primitive housing complexes, dating no later than the 14th century.




If You Have Just a Few Days

• Puglia should be on any food-lover’s wish list. Even a short pit stop will tantalise your tastebuds, especially if you start on Puglia’s eastern coasts, where you’ll find the best seafood, fresh off fishers’ small boats and served directly to the table. A quick stop by the seafront in Bari to try the town’s iconic grilled octopus sandwich is a must. For the region’s nationwide famous pasta dish – orecchiette con le cime di rapa (‘little ears’ pasta with turnip greens) – wait until you get to Alberobello, just a few kilometres away from Bari, and have a traditional meal inside a cone-shaped restaurant.




If You Have a Week or More

• A week-long stay calls for a detour through Puglia’s lesser-known nature and hiking spots. Parco Nazionale del Gargano is the ideal starting point: with its biodiversity, the park is a refreshing escape from the urban chaosyou can find in even small villages in Italy. The Gargano promontory and its wonderful sea views are less than a 45-minute drive away from the park. Stop for a dive in the turquoise waters of Baia delle Zagare, and if you feel like challenging yourself, hop on a two-hour bike trip from there to Vieste.



Seasonal highlights

Summer in Puglia can be quite hot, but its breezy beaches will help you stay cool. Mild winters and early springs make it an ideal destination all year-round.

JANUARY

Discover the beauty of reenacted ‘living’ nativity scenes set up across small medieval villages.
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APRIL

The mild temperatures call for a walk by the seaside to enjoy a typical grilled octopus sandwich.
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MAY

A three-day religious procession celebrating St Nicholas, Bari’s patron saint, will lure you into an unknown Puglia between sacred and profane.
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JULY

Enjoy traditional Pugliese street food at Festa te la Uliata, which every year attracts thousands of foodies.
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AUGUST

Be sure to wear comfortable shoes for the Notte della Taranta, a folk music festival that celebrates traditional dances of the Salento area.
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SEPTEMBER

Grape-harvesting season means open-gate weekends at local vineyards for visitors willing to have a look – and a try! – at grape-treading.
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DECEMBER

Challenge yourself with a tarallo culinary class, taught by local grandmas preparing them to celebrate the holiday season.
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ALBEROBELLO

In a landscape of rolling green fields and vineyards, conical, white-tipped stone buildings sprout from the soil like something frm a fairytale, giving life to the village of Alberobello, in the province of Bari. Alberobello’s long, yet melodic, Italian name comes from the Latin ‘arboris belli’ (beautiful trees), as the area was once surrounded by a primitive oak forest. Today Alberobello is Puglia’s most iconic landmark, a Unesco site which attracts thousands of tourists every year. It is home to about 2000 trulli, the typical cone-shaped, dry-stone buildings made from local limestone that earned the village its fame. Many have been turned from private houses to luxury hotels, affordable restaurants and pasta workshops. The view over Alberobello is dominated by the Church of Santi Medici Cosma e Damiano, an example of neoclassical architecture and a Catholic pilgrimage site.


TOP TIP

Rather than by foot, hit Alberobello’s dusty alleys by bike, whether you’re a skilled cyclist or a newbie. That’s the best way to enjoy the unique views across the winding country lanes, and to grab a bite at local farms off the main roads.



Crafting Ear-Shaped Pasta

LEARNING PUGLIA’S RICH RECIPES

Dedicating two hours of your time in Alberobello to learning traditional Apulian recipes – the result of cultural mixes and centuries-old culinary experiences – will allow you to take home more than just a material souvenir, but knowledge for life. Knowledge you can acquire through a relaxing morning with Nonna Maria, the pillar of Trulli del Bosco, a trulli complex where you can sleep, eat or sign up for cooking workshops. You will attend your class surrounded by hills planted with centuries-old olive trees and fruit trees, and have the chance to hand-pick the ingredients you’ll need to prepare Puglia’s most famous dish: orecchiette con le cime di rapa.

Watching Maria’s wrinkled hands kneading flour, you’ll learn the exact finger movements needed to craft this challenging ear-shaped pasta (orecchiette means ‘small ears’ in Italian), traditionally cooked in boiling water together with cime di rapa (turnip greens) to better mix and absorb the aromas. Tradition says the pasta should be handmade, and your expert teacher, between a laugh and self-explanatory hand gestures, will not forget to highlight how important it is to keep this craft alive, despite new generations’ fading interest and the use of industrial tools. Sharing her tips with you, she will make you a part of a centuries-old secret and make you feel like her own child.


Orecchiette will be your launching pad into Puglia’s flavours of cucina povera (simple, poor man’s cuisine). The traditional local cuisine is known across Italy for being humble, but also very nutritious and rich in flavours, revealing the varied mix of civilisations that have passed through this land, leaving indelible traces in its culinary legacy. National cookbooks have listed five food items not to be missed while in Alberobello: the Apulian focaccia, the Apulian mozzarella (commonly known as burrata), the wine, local seafood and, of course, orecchiette con le cime di rapa.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Trullo Sovrano

SIGHTS

2 Basilica di Santi Medici Cosma e Damiano



SLEEPING

3 Le Alcove Luxury Hotel

4 Tipico Resort

5 Trulli Holiday

6 Trullidea



EATING

7 Ristorante EVO

8 Ristorante Trullo d’Oro

9 Trattoria Terra Madre




trulli unique

Alberobello is the ‘capital’ of the surrounding trulli villages, and a historical landmark in which Italy takes great pride. It’s like walking through an urban sprawl for gnomes, a theme park for history and culture geeks, where you can enjoy the unique view of buildings you will never see anywhere else in the world. People – especially older generations – are extremely welcoming and proud of the uniqueness of this place, despite it being a rural area sometimes overlooked by locals. Alberobello is special because it shows the beauty of country living, and how such small places can thrive despite globalisation.




More of a Seaside Person?

Beaches with love legend backstories will uplift your spirit and satisfy your need to shake off life’s responsibilities for an afternoon of relaxation.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN ALBEROBELLO

Trullidea map Several restored and cosy trulli scattered across Alberobello’s historic centre. €€

Casa Albergo Sant’Antonio Spartan rooms for the unfussy in this former monastery located next to a church. €€

Trulli del Bosco A small ‘village’ of four trulli (plus a swimming pool) deep in the woods. €€€

A Walk Through Time

A HOUSE MUSEUM, BEYOND THE FAIRY TALE

The Trullo Sovrano map Google map is located in the northern part of Alberobello, behind the Basilica di Santi Medici Cosma e Damiano. It’s the only trullo to have an elevated floor, reachable from the inside via a masonry staircase, among the first to be built with mortar. It is considered the town’s ‘head’ trullo, and today it acts as the main local museum, providing insight into what life was like inside a trullo in the 17th century. It’s a must stop for anyone travelling to Alberobello.

The 14m-high conical dome stands imposingly in the centre of a group of 12 cones. This trullo represents a transitional building that heralds the general change in the construction technique of the trulli. In fact the master mason, who remains unknown, adopted unique construction methods that make this building the most advanced and admired interpretation of trullo architecture.

The current left wing constitutes the building’s original central point, which can be traced back to the early 1600s, while the remaining part was built in the first half of the 1700s on behalf of a wealthy family. Over time, the building has had various uses: courtyard, chapel, apothecary, monastery, country oratory, home. In the early 1800s the relics of Sts Cosma and Damiano – patron saints of Alberobello – lived here and from 1826 it was the seat of the Confraternity of the Holy Sacrament. At the end of the 19th century it was passed to the Sumerano family, who made the trullo their home and who are the owners to this day. The furnishings and exhibits on display are all authentic memorabilia. On 19 September 1923, it was declared a National Monument.
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alberobello’s best-kept secrets
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Guido Convertino, map illustrator with a passion for local history

Abbazia di Santa Maria di Barsento

A few kilometres from Alberobello, this mysterious place is linked to many local legends, where recent archaeological excavations have revealed interesting discoveries.

Cycling Route of the Apulian Aqueduct

A panoramic route that closely overlooks the Canale delle Pile. In spring the route is filled with wild orchids – one year I counted 15 different types out of about 60 species that grow in Puglia.

Fornello Pronto

More than a place, it is a local tradition of the area. On specific days you can go to the butcher, choose the meat you want and the butcher cooks it on the grill for you.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN ALBEROBELLO

Trulli Holiday map A multi-building hotel whose mission is to mix tradition and modernity and let guests enjoy the quiet. €€

Tipico Resort map The apartments and rooms feature elegant furnishings, a private bathroom, and stone walls and floors. €€€

Le Alcove Luxury Hotel map An unusual mix of modern comforts and ancient stone dwellings. €€€

The Birth of Burrata

PUGLIA’S CHEESE STAR

There are almost 500 officially recognised types of cheese in Italy, but burrata – Puglia’s most famous dairy delicacy – easily makes the Top 5. Obtained from whole (raw or pasteurised) cow’s milk, burrata is made up of an outer shell of solid mozzarella paste filled with fresh cream or butter, with a softer consistency than that of mozzarella itself.

Legend says burrata was born in the first half of the 20th century in the countryside surrounding Alberobello, during a heavy snowfall that isolated a farm. In order to save the milk from going bad, a local farmer recovered the cream that naturally emerged and, as in the butter preservation procedure, he created a wrap with mozzarella paste to protect the fresh product inside.


Best Restaurants

Trattoria Terra Madre

map

One of the few vegetarian-ish options in town. Vegetables come from the owners’ organic garden outside.

Trullo d’Oro

The menu follows the seasonal cycle of local produce so it constantly changes throughout the year.

Ristorante Evo

map Google map

Enjoy centuries-old recipes with a modern twist inside a typical trullo.




Getting Around

Alberobello is easily accessible by train or bus. Trains run hourly and last around an hour for the cost of two cappuccinos. Once you get off at the station, a journey of around 500m through Via Mazzini will bring you to Piazza del Popolo, the heart of town with a privileged view over the sea of trulli: once there, you’ll have the whole place to yourself (and a few hundred more tourists). The village is small enough to walk or bike through, so there’s no need to stress about navigating the public transportation system in Italian. Alberobello’s narrow streets are sometimes dusty, especially in summer, and it’s best to wear comfortable running shoes to tame its slippery cobbles.




Beyond Alberobello
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Alberobello is set in a wider valley stretching as far as the eye can see. Venture into it.


Where the Ionian and Adriatic coasts intertwine, the 400m-high mountain plateau of the Murgia rises over central Puglia, giving life to the idyllic valley of Valle d’Itria. The area stretches from Bari, the region’s major city, and the provinces of Brindisi and Taranto.

The trullo became the symbol of this enchanted valley, with Alberobello being proclaimed its unofficial, incommensurate capital. But there’s much more beyond Alberobello, namely a sea of other smaller villages with just as beautiful limestone structures and white dry-stone walls, including the bright village of Ostuni and the baroque city of Martina Franca. Often overlooked by mainstream tourist trails, they deserve a visit of their own.
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TOP TIP

If you’re up for it, Valle d’Itria villages are best discovered through green, solo means of transport such as bikes.
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Biking the Valley

DRYSTONE, VINEYARDS & OLIVE GROVES

Locals know that the best way to experience the urban and rural views of their valley is on two wheels. That’s why many of them have been raised as skilled cyclists, and some have decided to share their expertise with visitors. Like Damiano, who after years spent sitting at a desk behind a laptop decided to create a tourism venture that would economically help his region and give him a more active life. You can contact him via email, but it’s best (and faster!) to reach out to him via WhatsApp at +393203526423, then meet him at his headquarters in the village of Martina Franca. Through his meticulously designed four-hour e-bike tours, he will share his valuable insider’s knowledge of the places where he grew up.

The scenic biking adventure sets off near Locorotondo and continues by Cisternino, often included among the most beautiful villages in Italy. It then stops by a Roman aqueduct for a quick photo session accompanied by historical fun facts. After the tour wraps up, return to Martina Franca, a charming baroque village at the heart of the valley.


Biking through the valley is safe thanks to its country roads, with limited traffic, that let you focus on appreciating landscapes that are otherwise impossible to fully enjoy by car. The paths are quite easy even for those who are not exactly sports buffs, as there’s the chance of using pedal-assisted bikes. Physical efforts will be rewarded with a belly-filling stop at a local masseria (working farm) to taste local specialities accompanied by a nice glass of wine.


Do You Know ‘Masseria’?

In Italian, masserizie is a term that indicates furniture and agricultural tools, but also deposits and granaries. Hence the name masseria, which historically referred to a group of houses and stone structures used for agricultural purposes. Introduced in southern Italy in the 16th century, today wealthier families have begun to turn them into holiday resorts and tranquil getaways. You can stay overnight or just swing by for a special dinner, made with the fresh, authentic produce and flavours that the surrounding area offers, and enjoy the view over vineyards and olive groves as far as the eye can see.



WHERE TO STAY IN VALLE D’ITRIA

Truddhi A tranquil place in Locorotondo surrounded by vineyards where you can take cooking courses, too. €€€

Masseria San Paolo Grande Immersed in a nest of white stones, this Ostuni masseria comes with a restaurant, swimming pool and gym. €€€

Lama di Luna A ‘bio-masseria’ in Andria offering organic products for a healthy, sustainable stay. €€€

Savouring Food, from Farm to Table

FLAVOuRS OF THE PUGLIESE COUNTRYSIDE

Visiting masserias is a must to truly grasp the way people eat in Puglia. It doesn’t simply mean going to a restaurant, but taking the time to savour a long-ish car journey to reach a place in the middle of nowhere, that paradoxically has everything.

You can’t leave Puglia without trying the iconic olive oil; to enjoy a high-quality example produced at a masseria, head to the white village of Ostuni and drop by Il Frantolo. The owners still live and work at this whitewashed farm, and produce some of the best cold-pressed oil, served over fresh oven-baked bread as an appetiser. For an updated version of Puglia’s cucina povera, the little-known village of Manduria can be a worthy detour. This place is run by a Pugliese family who used to live in the north and came back to the valley; during dinner, as you make your way through their delicious dishes, they’ll argue about why it was worth it.
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Reversed Brain drain

It is the best of times to venture through Puglia’s up-and-coming food scene. Since the pandemic, thousands of expats have returned to reshape the local tourism sector and the traditional cuisine. Some local chefs, returning loaded with international experience, are now launching the region’s remote villages into the future, and bringing a more cosmopolitan atmosphere. Like Chef Domingo, an internationally renowned cook who offers contemporary Mediterranean cuisine in a luxury venue, his restaurant I Due Camini di Borgo Egnazia in the tiny village of Savelletri. It’s best enjoyed during summer, when he sets up a ‘social table’ in the garden so that guests can mingle and meet new people, if they’re up for it.




Getting Around

There are buses and trains linking Valle d’Itria villages that take about an hour from Bari, and a few minutes from Alberobello. The view is scenic, but can also be enjoyed if you’re travelling by car. The historic centres of the main urban areas, Cisternino and Locorotondo, are pedestrian-only areas, while that of Martina Franca is a Limited Traffic Zone, labelled with the acronym ZTL. Most parking spaces in the valley are free of charge.




LECCE
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Puglia’s southernmost region of Salento is best known for its Greek allure, a legacy from the time when Puglia was a Greek colony in the 8th century BCE. In a dozen villages, locals still speak a variant of modern Greek. But it’s more recent artistry that makes Lecce a gem not to be missed. With more than 40 churches and baroque buildings dating back to the 17th and 18th centuries, the city is the pearl of southern Puglia. Lecce’s urban architecture earned it its own label, barocco Leccese (Lecce baroque), characterised by the detailed decorations that adorn the facades of its palazzi (mansions). The city’s Piazza Duomo is its focal point, a feast for the eyes of architecture lovers, who will find in its white-blond stones – best appreciated at golden hour – a reason to call this place the ‘Florence of the south’.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Basilica di Santa Croce

2 Convitto Palmieri

3 Piazza Vittorio Emanuele II

4 Piazzetta Castromediano Sigismondo

SIGHTS

5 Chiesa di Santa Chiara

6 Chiesa di Sant’Anna

7 Piazza Sant’Oronzo

8 Porta Rudiae

SLEEPING

9 Amatè Suite

10 Arryvo

11 B&B Palazzo Paladini

12 La Dimora dei Celestini

13 Mantatelurè

14 Palazzo Guido

15 Pollicastro Boutique Hotel

16 Suite Hotel Santa Chiara

17 Vico dei Bolognesi per Palazzo Personè

EATING

18 Pasticceria La Fornarina

DRINKING

19 Caffè Alvino




TOP TIP

Stick around an extra day in Lecce and get ready for a road trip across Salento to the 12 Greek villages for an off-the-beaten track experience.



On the Leccese Dance Floor

A CENTURIES-OLD FOLK DANCE

The pizzica, Salento’s traditional folk dance, has ancient origins that seem to date back to the time when the area was under Greek rule. It was born with the intent to heal ‘tarantate’ (meaning stung by a tarantula spider) women who behaved in an obscene, reckless or hysterical way. With the dance and specific chords of some instruments, it was believed that such women could free themselves from this poisonous spell. Today the pizzica is one of the most famous Italian folk dances, part of the wider family of taranta dances found in the Italian south, especially Naples. Every year in August an international festival celebrates its rhythms.

Lecce – as the area’s main city – is the ideal place to immerse yourself in a practical demonstration of the dance’s complex moves, which tell a wider cultural history of Salento. Inside the two-storey ICOS building in downtown Lecce, Serena D’Amato, an experienced Salento folk dance teacher, will put you at ease in her cosy dance studio. Her hour-long pizzica lessons begin with a few easy steps from the popular tradition that slowly evolve into the new forms of expression she has been studying for decades, to give a fresh flavour to this centuries-old dance. Her unique style combines ancient movements with a personal interpretation, emphasising the beauty, elegance and liberating force of this ancient dance. It is usually a dance for couples, but solo travellers can also have a go at learning the basic movements. Serena will argue that her class counts as a therapy session for your soul – and not just the body! – and will introduce you to pizzica with a few twists, such as the concept of pizzica fencing, a dance between duelling opponents much like the concept of hip-hop. If you want to go the extra mile, you can dress in traditional Salentini clothing, although to blend in it’ll be enough to wear a dark-coloured vest and a white, long-sleeved shirt for men, and a long, wide skirt for women to allow for ample leg and feet movements. For the ladies, Serena will add a final touch: a red foulard, to be swirled around the body to the rhythm of the music, a typical courtship object that women used to wear when the tradition was first born.

Classes take place year-round, and over summer this talented pizzica teacher will invite you for open-air sessions in her own garden, turning the experience into a more intimate workshop. The classes can be booked online and in-person as a one-off session for visitors willing to have a full-on cultural experience to grasp the vibrant Leccese way of life.
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SALENTO’S SALT OF THE EARTH

Salento has attracted wide international attention in recent years thanks to its rediscovery of popular music and local traditions. Many scholars have been intrigued by this area and have tried to analyse its peculiar phenomenon of perpetual parties and festivals. But only locals are aware of a new trend that has earned the area the nickname of ‘Jamaica of Italy’. Reggae culture in Salento was born in the late 1990s in the Lecce area, from where it soon spread throughout Italy, thanks also to the growing fame of the Sud Sound System group. The best place to enjoy the rhythms of reggae Pugliese is Melendugno, about 30km from Lecce, which for the past 20 years has been a venue of reference for lovers of this genre.




Why I Love Lecce
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Stefania D’Ignoti, writer



Everyone heads over to Bari because it’s the capital of the region, but this smaller, charming town shows that not all capoluoghi (regional capitals) are a region’s most representative place. Lecce is the beating heart of Salento, and possibly of the whole of Puglia. With monuments ranging from the Roman period to the 17th century, best seen when lit by the rays of sunset gleaming on the buildings’ white-blond stones, it’s a supremely romantic and scenic destination.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN LECCE

Pollicastro Boutique Hotel map Google map A historical manor dating back to the 16th century, with a huge terrace overlooking the city. €€€

La Dimora dei Celestini map Google map Right in the heart of Lecce, you won’t need any public transport to get around, just your feet. €€€

Mantatelurè The warm welcome here wraps you up like its name, which in local dialect means ‘the king’s cloak’. €€€

Vico dei Bolognesi per Palazzo Personè map Google map Owner Francesco moved to Lecce from Bologna to open a bistro, shop, then B&B. €€€

Amatè Suite & Rooms A four-room B&B in Lecce’s historic centre; an old Salentine house with a modern reinterpretation. €€€

Palazzo Guido A historic residence from the 16th century that has always belonged to the Geltrude family. €€€

A Creamy Pastry Tour

TOURING LECCE’S BEST CAFES

The pasticciotto (also known as bocconotto) is the symbol of Salento pastry. It’s typically made of a crunchy shortcrust pastry shell and a filling of custard, and the most common variety also has a filling enriched with delicious black cherries. The best place to try them is Caffè L’Incontro, a small bistro away from the historical city centre, but worth a trip for its cheap, but tasty, pasticciotto. Order their equally tasty cappuccino to accompany it, but never outside breakfast time as that’s considered a sin here. At Caffè Alvino map Google map, not far from Lecce’s opulent Basilica di Santa Croce map Google map, owner Mr Peluso churns out the best pasticciotti filled with sweet ricotta cheese. If you’re feeling extra indulgent, order them with freshly made gelato and dip pieces of your pasticciotto into the cup. Despite the post-COVID rise in prices, breakfast and merenda (afternoon snack) here are still affordable (5 euros on average for two people) as most of the ingredients are produced organically or bought from local producers.

Last but not least, your pasticciotto leccese tour should lead you to Pasticceria La Fornarina map Google map, a family-run cafe and bakery in business since 1979. A point of reference in Lecce, this place reminds locals of Sunday lunches with family featuring their iconic pastries, or quick breakfasts at their counter before the school bell rang. The cafe’s furniture and ambiance dating back to the 1970s will trick you into believing you’ve actually returned to the past.


best-loved haunts
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Alessandra Ripa, manager of a Milan-based company, decided to come back to her native Lecce. She shares three gems of her hometown that she missed the most while living in the north.



The Giravolte District

One of the least gentrified neighbourhoods in the historic centre. This labyrinth of narrow streets and squares that ends with a giant fig tree in the cloister of the Chiesa di Sant’Anna is a masterpiece of nature.

The Covered Market of Porta Rudiae

Discover local products and chat with the sellers and people of the neighbourhood.

Chiesa di San Niccolò dei Greci

The only church where Mass is still celebrated with the Byzantine Orthodox rite in the city. A legacy of a not-too-distant past.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN LECCE

Arryvo map Less than 1km away from Piazza Sant’Oronzo, in the heart of the historical city centre. €€

Suite Hotel Santa Chiara map Housed in an 18th-century baronial palace, overlooking the splendid Piazza Vittorio Emanuele II. €€€

B&B Palazzo Paladini map A wonderful historic home in Lecce stone, but completely renovated. €€
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Lecce Beyond Culture

NIGHTLIFE IN THE CITY

If you want to have fun in Lecce, you can find the heart of the movida (evening fun) in Piazza Vittorio Emanuele II map Google map. Among locals this is known as Piazzetta Santa Chiara, named after the Chiesa di Santa Chiara map Google map that is on one side of the square. There are a lot of pubs here where you can have a typical aperitivo.

On the other side of Piazza Sant’Oronzo map Google map, you’ll find Piazzetta Castromediano Sigismondo map Google map. This is a simple small square where, through windows on the floor, you can see historical evidence of the Roman Empire as well as a Renaissance oil store. At night, it becomes a perfect place to hang out with friends, close to one of Lecce’s most significant baroque treasures: Basilica di Santa Croce.

Moving towards one of the city gates, Porta Rudiae map Google map, you’ll find Convitto Palmieri map Google map – a place chosen by the director Ferzan Özpetek as a location for one of his most famous movies, Loose Cannons (Mine vaganti). The building has been restored several times over the years, but it was built as a convent in 1273. Nowadays, it is possible to have a drink in one of the nearby bars and to sit on the steps of the convent, just like the characters in the movie.


A Dialect from the Past

Salento’s Griko is one of the two varieties of neo-Greek spoken in Italy (the other is the Grecanic spoken in Calabria). Passed down almost exclusively through oral traditions, Griko is still officially spoken today in the 12 municipalities of Greek Salento. And after centuries, it’s finally been put into writing. Take advantage of your time around Lecce to discover unusual sounds and dive into this unique linguistic history and culture.




Nightlife fun

More of a night owl than a culture geek? Gallipoli less than 40 km from Lecce, will give you the crazy holiday vibes you’ve been craving so you can let out your party animal.




Getting Around

Since Lecce’s centre is quite small, it’s easy to tackle it on foot – the best way to appreciate its wonderful baroque buildings. You can use public transport to reach more distant areas in the suburbs, but the best way to get around Puglia’s smaller cities is by bike. Thanks to the ‘Lecce safer by bike and on foot’ project, the city has a new bike-sharing service. To hit the ground running, you can download the municipality’s BicinCittà app, which lets you purchase, add or renew seasonal subscriptions or daily services, and unhook the bicycles without the card.




Beyond Lecce
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Salento is not just history and culture. It’s also vibrant nightlife and beaches.


A not-to-be-missed historical destination, Salento is also the ‘pearl of the Ionian’ and, thanks to its magnificent beaches, it’s known for its decadent nightlife, best represented by the medieval seaside village of Gallipoli. The alleys of its historic centre are packed with people all summer long, its bars serving freshly fried seafood and refreshing Negronis. The typical local routine involves taking an afternoon nap to recharge for the night and then heading downtown to the seafront for an aperitivo at a table overlooking the Sant’Andrea island, 2km off the coast. A trendy destination with sparkling offerings typical of a seaside tourism resort, Gallipoli is the soul of the party for anyone with a youthful soul.
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TOP TIP

At sunset you can have an aperitivo at the fish market – a way cheaper option than aperitivi at bars off the main street.




A Night Dive into Movida Salentina

Unwind by the beach

Young Italians refer to evening fun – from aperitivi to clubbing – as movida. Gallipoli is famous for attracting thousands of young people, both locals and international, to its beaches that turn into discos after sunset. To live the Gallipoli experience like a local, after a lazy day chilling by the nearest beach and a well-deserved nap (the sea can be tiring!), head over to Riobo, one of Italy’s most famous clubs, in this business for over two decades. Nestled in the hills of San Mauro, on a provincial road 8km from Gallipoli’s downtown, it is the perfect setting for a decadent night on the tiles. The evening begins with a seafood main course and glass of white wine, as Riobo also serves as a decent – albeit overpriced – restaurant and cocktail bar. Slowly around 11pm, the sound of internationally renowned DJs begins to fill the venue, inviting guests onto the dance floor, which is covered with fluorescent lights. Customary practices suggest heading towards the nearby Lido delle Conchiglie, for a few impromptu pizzica dance moves by the beach, feet stomping fiercely on the white sand until sunrise. Finally, Parco Gondar organises an annual program of concerts and artists in its wide green space. Open every evening, it’s the place to go if you want to grab a quick bite or sip a cocktail while enjoying a selection of music by DJs or local bands. In summer, it’s impossible to get bored in Gallipoli.
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the serene marine life of gallipoli

Here you feel the deep and intense flavour of the sea. Gallipoli is a place that lies by the sea and lives on the sea, impregnated with its perfume and positive influence. From the fish market, dominated by the mix of bright colours of the fresh fish displayed on the fishmongers’ stalls, to the fishing boats docked at the harbour and the seashells decorating shop windows – everything echoes the marine world.




Wilder trails

Nightlife not your thing? If you prefer quieter areas but still love the beach and seafood, then opt for the northern villages of Vieste and Peschici in Gargano.



WHERE TO EAT IN GALLIPOLI

La Puritate Anything fishy and fried or grilled is good, and the windows afford splendid views. €€

Baguetteria de Pace For when you’re ready to try the art of Italian fish sandwiches. €

Osteria Enoteca 15 Gradi A relaxing atmosphere and decent prices in the new part of town, but still close to the city centre. €€

Gallipoli’s Hidden History

ITALY’S OLDEST FOUNTAIN

Not just sea and wind, Gallipoli also has historical and architectural features that are unfortunately too often overlooked. By the bridge that connects the new to the old part of town lies Gallipoli’s Greek fountain. It’s the oldest in Italy and is said to have been built around the 3rd century BCE, though other sources claim it dates back to the Renaissance. Scholars have recently agreed that the fascinating work is the result of several interventions that have changed its primitive appearance, after an 18th-century counterfacade was added to the oldest one facing south. On one facade, three scenes from Greek mythology are depicted, as well as the coat of arms of the King of Spain, Philip II, with the symbol of the city on the right and left. On the other facade, dating to 1765, are engraved the coat of arms of Gallipoli, an epigraph in Latin and the insignia of Charles III of Bourbon, who used to rule the area. Today this is Gallipoli’s most iconic monument, a stop not to be missed even if you’re in town for less ‘cultural’ purposes.


Best Cocktail Bars

Buena Vista

The perfect bar to enjoy a sunset sea view with a frozen beer in one hand and fried seafood in the other.

Sciarock Brewery

Taking its name from the local word for scirocco, you’ll be served their iconic beer brewed in-house.

Blue Café

Good cocktails accompanied by plenty of finger food at one of the few bars by the seafront.




Getting Around

Walking is the best way to explore the historic centre of Gallipoli. But if you can’t live without the thrill of an engine, you can rent a Vespa, and feel like a local. Keep in mind that the city centre has the usual limited traffic areas common to small villages, so vehicle access is limited to certain users and hours.

Probably the most fun option to get around and enjoy a full Italian-style experience is to take an Ape rickshaw, a motorised gig-style van that you can find parked at the entrance of the old town. These vehicles are perfect for navigating city traffic and also for reaching the most distant beaches, such as Punta della Suina, just a few kilometres away.




VIESTE
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Nestled between two sandy beaches atop steep white cliffs, Vieste clings to the Promontorio del Gargano, one of the most scenic places in northeastern Puglia. With its narrow alleys, draped with lines of drying clothes and its bird’s eye view over the Mediterranean, the old town is an essential stop away from the bustling nightlife, and a chance to enjoy the Pugliese seaside at a slower pace. Vieste and its surroundings are for sports and nature lovers: the town’s gritty harbour offers water sports for all skill levels and the surrounding Parco Nazionale del Gargano, with its scenic trails overlooking the area’s white cliffs and olive-green waters, is a must for a day of cycling and hiking. Here you’ll find all the ingredients you need for a big city escape and a journey through nature’s tranquillity.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Baia dei Porci

2 Pizzomunno

3 Pugnochiuso

SIGHTS

4 Torre del Porticello

SLEEPING

5 Albergo La Botte

6 B&B Rocca sul Mare

7 Hotel La Caravella

8 Le Ginestre Family & Wellness

9 Relais Parallelo 41

10 Sciali

EATING

11 Masseria Sgarrazza




TOP TIP

Watch the sunset while surfing with a small group of strangers at Vieste’s famed Pizzomunno beach.



Local Legends, Sea Lovers

A FISHING DEMONSTRATION

If you want to experience the real, traditional Vieste, look no further than the town’s harbour. Learn secret marine legends and historical fun facts from Vieste’s fishers. Like the brothers Gianni and Michele, who through their few broken English words, but lots of hand gestures, will share with you the legend of Pizzomunno map – Vieste’s iconic symbol, an imposing, 25m-high limestone monolith by the beach – handed down through oral history by locals for generations. All this as they show you how to fish with their centuries-old fishing machine, the trabucco.

Locals say that trabucchi do not only concern the work of fishers, but are a symbol of unity and nostalgia among the wider Gargano community. Every Tuesday and Thursday between May and October, a local association responsible for the historical preservation and maintenance of trabucchi – which are slowly disappearing with the advancement of technological tools and fishing techniques – schedules these encounters between visitors and local fishermen through the payment of a small contribution to sustain their work. And beyond fishing itself, you’ll also get an engineering lesson because, once upon a time, the fishers turned into self-taught carpenters and engineers in order to build their own fishing machines. Their technical skills have been handed down orally and practically, so much so that today’s construction professionals have to refer to their teachings to learn about trabucchi. This is an easily accessible, yet unique activity that will help you to get under the skin of Vieste, as you listen to locals tell their stories about how people here live beneath the surface of mass tourism. And if you’re lucky, you’ll get to share a meal of fish fresh from the sea with them.
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The legend of pizzomunno

Vieste manages to disrupt any traveller’s cynical side and awaken their love for romance. The legend of Pizzomunno, Vieste’s iconic white beach, even made it into a romantic song at San Remo Festival, the Italian National Song contest. Listening to locals sharing the story of this legend – the details of which change with every person telling it – could not be any more southern Italian. This place helps you connect with the sea and its magic.




More into bustling holidays?

The sea is relaxing, but if for you the seaside also means partying hard then you might want to venture through Gallipoli and an evening of aperitivi in Salento.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN VIESTE

Albergo La Botte map The owners don’t speak much English, but are incredibly friendly and will help you get around the area. €€

B&B Rocca sul Mare map Google map In a former convent in the old quarter, it has a rooftop terrace with panoramic views. €€

Relais Parallelo 41 map Google map A small, renovated B&B with rooms decorated with hand-painted ceilings, in the heart of the old town. €€€

Le Ginestre Family & Wellness map Within the Parco Nazionale del Gargano, 8km from Vieste, it offers swimming pools and a wellness centre. €€

Scialì At 300m from the sea, guests have free beach access and the use of an umbrella and sun loungers. €€

Hotel La Caravella map Google map A modern building situated 50m from the iconic Pizzomunno beach. €€€

A Vieste Beach Tour

DIVE INTO GARGANO’S CRYSTAL WATERS

With its 800km of coastline bathed by the Ionian and Adriatic seas, Puglia is a top destination for sea lovers. In 2022 the region’s beaches were awarded the highest number of blue flags (a sort of Michelin star ranking for beaches). Travellers looking for less mainstream destinations than the overcrowded – albeit still stunning – Polignano a Mare in the Bari metropolitan area may find Vieste’s quieter beaches a worthy detour. The area is better known by Italian tourists, and something of a hidden gem for foreign visitors, who tend to stick around Salento’s seaside.

Vieste’s beach tour should start with its most famous stretch of sand, the Pizzomunno, a romantic beach close to Vieste’s old town, cradle of a poignant love legend. It is best enjoyed at golden hour, when the high temperatures fade to make room for a refreshing breeze and a majestic sunset. Just a 40-minute trip from Vieste, one of the symbolic beaches of the Gargano will unveil its landscape as you arrive by car from above. With high white cliffs dominating the view, it gives visitors a glimpse into the Gargano’s wild beauty and nature. Bring a sandwich, as there aren’t many food spots around.

If you’re looking for a beach with better access to services, especially restaurants and snack bars, Pugnochiuso map might be your best bet. A mixed sand and pebble beach, with parking space for motorboats, it is only accessible through the entrance of a nearby resort (by paying a fee) or by sea if you rent a boat. Locals also love to suggest Baia dei Porci map, more commonly known as ‘narrow beach’. To get there, you will have to go down and up a sand dune of about 30m before you reach a small hidden corner of paradise where you can relax and take a swim in peace with yourself and nature.
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vieste escapes

[image: jpg]

Matteo Silvestri, a civil engineer who comes from a family of fishermen, shares his favourite little-known gems.



Torre del Porticello

map

Admire one of the most beautiful sunrises in the Gargano area. The sun rises from above the sea and colours a well-kept Saracen Tower, as well as the nearby trabucco of Porticello, with all shades of red. Perfect for a romantic escape.

Masseria La Sgarrazza

A garrison of food and wine culture that will make your lunch, your dinner or even your overnight stay special. At night, looking at the stars from the garden will make you feel like being wrapped inside a blue blanket with glittering dots.




Il Trabucco

Coming down from the Adriatic, the visitor’s gaze is captivated by strange wooden structures, with antennas thrown towards the sea and suspending gigantic fishing nets. This giant of the sea, the trabucco, was born in ancient times from the need to face the sea while keeping your feet firmly planted on the ground, as it allowed people to fish without sailing. Today, it has become a historical and cultural symbol of the simple lifestyle of locals before the tourism boom. These unique and rudimentary fishing tools, built with complex techniques by simple fishers, today seem to want to sing the ancient poetry of lost times for curious visitors.




Getting Around

Be prepared to get around mainly on foot or by bike, because there’s a consistent lack of free parking in the city centre. During the summer, due to the large influx of tourists, it is not easy to find parking spots in Vieste, which are usually not free; when you see blue lines on the ground next to a pavement, remember you’ll have to pay for an hourly parking ticket, or you’ll get a fine. Pedestrian islands and Restricted Traffic Zones for residents are enforced between 8pm to 8am in the whole of downtown. So be careful if you park in the centre when these come into effect, or your vehicle may be removed. The best option is to park just outside the centre. If you stay in the historic centre, you’ll have everything within easy reach. The main street is closed to vehicles at 8pm, so there’ll be no need for public transport or a car to get around.




Beyond Vieste
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Experience nature beyond a swim.


Although you’ll find the most picturesque villages by the sea, the paths and hiking trails leading towards Parco Nazionale del Gargano are definitely worth a visit. The creeping urbanisation of this area was thankfully halted in 1991 through the foundation of this park. At 1181 sq km, it’s one of Italy’s largest protected areas, and represents a paradise of biodiversity, culminating in the Umbra Forest, a Unesco site rightly referred to as the ‘green lung’ of Puglia. With its 800m altitude, you’ll find ideal temperatures for trekking even in summer. Make the most of it.
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TOP TIP

On your way to the national park, make a quick detour for a snack or lunch break in Peschici; it will add around 40 minutes to reach your final destination, but the view will be worth it.
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Hiking Trails with Sea Views

EXPLORING BIODIVERSITY

The Path of Love is one of the most scenic treks in the Gargano area, and perhaps in all of Puglia. Each step is a new surprise. Breathtaking views appear between the lush vegetation, the white cliffs plunging steeply and the intense blue sea on the horizon mingling with the sky. This 3km trek runs between two of the most famous beaches of the Gargano, and was given its nickname because of its romantic views it gained the nickname Path of Love. It can be covered in about an hour and is about 140m above sea level.

The route can be hiked in both directions: either from near Baia delle Zagare towards Spiaggia di Vignanotica, or vice versa. The trail does not start directly from Baia delle Zagare but from an access point along the SP53 road, which is located about 2km after the bay towards Vignanotica. At the access point there is a small, free parking area, with only a few spots and no services. The first steps of the trek are almost flat, then a slight climb begins.


Shortly after, on the right, the most photographed spot in the Gargano appears in all its glory: Baia delle Zagare. This is often included among the most beautiful beaches in Italy and from the Path of Love, the view is enchanting.

You will have a picture-perfect postcard in front of you: white cliffs that plunge into the blue sea, small bays set in the rock, stacks that emerge from thewater and the vegetation that dominates and frames the entire view. Continuing on, you enter a pine forest with shaded areas and tables where you can relax. The tree you’ll see here is the Aleppo pine, a species that thrives in the arid climate and lives up to 200 years.

The path finally descends and among the vegetation the high cliffs begin to appear, announcing your arrival at Spiaggia di Vignanotica, a gem set between the green of the forest and the white of the cliffs. The Path of Love overlooks the sea throughout the trek but, except for the point of arrival (or departure) at Baia di Vignanotica, it never actually descends onto the beach.

The path retraces an old mule track and a wooden fence accompanies the whole journey. The route is not demanding, but the ground can sometimes be bumpy and is not suitable for buggies. It is a dirt path, with stretches of stones and pebbles, so it’s better to wear suitable shoes and not flip-flops.

The pine forest that covers this promontory was damaged by a large fire in the 1990s. In the following years, maintenance and safety works were carried out on the route by the Municipality of Mattinata and the Puglia Region, so it is now a very safe trekking trail.


Best Restaurants

Al Trabucco da Mimì €€

Sitting beneath a Peschici trabucco, you’ll eat the freshest seafood, prepared with expertise and zero fuss.

Porta di Basso €€€

Choose from one of three tasting menus at this clifftop Peschici restaurant, and prepare to be delighted.

Casa li Jalantuúmene €€

A renowned restaurant with seasonal menus and good vegetarian options.



WHERE TO SLEEP BEYOND VIESTE

Rifugio Sfilzi Eight rooms with three- and four-bed configurations, making them ideal for groups or families. In Vico del Gargano.€€

Locanda al Castello Staying here is like entering a large, welcoming family home. By the cliffs in Peschici, with fantastic views. €€

Cantoniera d’Umbra A working farm in Monte Sant’Angelo where you can rest and eat homemade food before hitting the hiking trails. €€


Gargano’s Animal Mascot

The Gargano roe deer is an endangered native species that can only be found in the Umbria Forest. It is considered one of the symbolic species of the park, and is unfortunately at risk of extinction due to environmental changes. However, a few more specimens have been spotted lately, raising the hopes of local researchers. The roe deer of the Gargano promontory is a native breed isolated from the rest of Italy and therefore not genetically ‘polluted’ over time; for this reason, it is believed to represent the original Italic deer breed.




Getting Around

From the coastal road SP53, turn towards the road that leads to Vignanotica beach. Turn left if you’re coming from Vieste, or right if you’re coming from Mattinata. Follow the sign for Camping Vignanotica and pass it. On the left there are various areas where you can park your car for a fee. At this point do not follow the steps to the beach (and do not take the shuttle that goes down to the sea) but head towards the path that enters the woods, near the Baia delle Zagare.









CALABRIA & BASILICATA

[image: ]

HISTORY AMID SOARING MOUNTAINS


Another Italy altogether, Calabria and Basilicata offer a candid travel experience full of ancient history, sparkling seas, unusual food and intriguing small-town culture.
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Deeply rural Calabria and Basilicata are two of Italy’s least visited regions . They’re the right place to be if you want to immerse yourself in authentic local realities – not the folkloric version of Italy, but the real deal made up of many contradictions.

Calabria is Italy’s slender toe, while Basilicata is the wedge between Campania and Puglia. The area is a natural marvel, ringed by 800km of blue sea backed by the thickly forested slopes of the southern Apennines. The regions contain some of Italy’s most intact ecosystems in three vast parks (the Pollino, Sila and Aspromonte), quilted with villages harpooned on rocky ridges. Some shelter cultural pockets of Griko and Arbëreshë people, others medieval castles and rare relics of Byzantium and Magna Graecia.

The area’s inaccessible and sometimes inhospitable nature is a blessing and a curse. It has preserved innate characteristics but also stymied development. The regions are still among Italy’s poorest and there’s a long history of brigandage in these hills. The ‘ndrangheta, Calabria’s home-grown Mafia, is considered the richest crime syndicate in the world.

Long-held stereotypes paint a picture of a backward and unchanging southern scene. But in an era of climate change and overtourism, the slow pace of life, a strong sense of community, locavore cuisine and largely unspoiled environment make this an increasingly attractive destination.
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THE MAIN AREAS

MATERA

One of Europe’s oldest cities.

MARATEA

Low-key coastal glamour.

LA SILA

Immense forests, lakes and canyons.

COSTA DEGLI DEI

Stunning views, beaches and boating.

REGGIO DI CALABRIA

Gritty art nouveau capital.



Find Your Way


Italy’s toe touches two seas and features the country’s most spectacular coastline, yet it’s a region defined by towering mountain ranges and village culture. We’ve picked the best of both to get you started.
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Plan Your Time


These mountainous regions are logistically challenging. Allow plenty of time to get around, and combine coastal honeypots with forest hikes to mountaintop eyries for the full experience.
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A Long Weekend

• Matera is unmissable. Book accommodation in the sassi (cave dwellings) area to immerse yourself in the extraordinary setting. Spend a day walking the jigsaw of alleys, making sure to visit the Palombaro Lungo, Madonna dell’Idris, Casa Noha and MUSMA. Then trek the gravina (gorge) and book an afternoon visit to the Cripta del Peccato Originale for a spectacular sunset.

• With another day or two, strike out to Montescaglioso, Bernalda or the villages of Tursi or Aliano. You can tackle one of them in the morning and then head to the beach at Marina di Pisticci.




A Weeklong Stay

• Pick two bases on the Tyrrhenian coast, such as Maratea and Tropea, and spend two to three days in each. In Maratea, you can hike the incredible coastal paths or walk up a million stairs to see the Redeemer. Lounge on the cute beaches of Fiumicello map Google map and Acquafredda, then head inland to the Parco Nazionale del Pollino for a day of hiking around Rotonda or Raganello.

• In Tropea, you won’t be able to take your eyes off those views of the Aeolian Islands, which you can day-trip to. Spend your days beachside and your evenings dining and drinking in quaint clifftop towns.




If You Have More Time

• Start in Reggio di Calabria. Visit the archaeological museum, walk Italy’s finest seaside promenade and dine at some of Calabria’s best restaurants. Then head into the wild Aspromonte national park to explore the ghost towns of Pentedàttilo, Roghudi and Bova Superiore.

• Move on to Badolato, a stunning mountain village just 6km from the sea. From here you can visit the Greco-Byzantine villages of Gerace and Stilo, and the ruins at Locri, and still go swimming in the afternoon. Finally, head north to Cirò, visiting the Aragonese castle at Le Castella en route before finishing with a world-class dinner at Dattilo.



Seasonal highlights

Cool and constant sea breezes make summer here idyllic. But for hiking, wine tasting, foraging and mountain exploration, late spring and autumn are best.

February

Aliano celebrates Carnevale in ancient Lucanian style with masked figures and plenty of feasting.
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March/April

Easter marks the start of the ‘season’ with impressive processions and re-enactments. The best are in Catanzaro, Badolato and Laino Borgo.
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May

Hike among wildflowers in the parks and celebrate folkloric festivals like the Madonna della Stella in San Costantino Albanese.
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July

Beaches start to fill up and festival season breaks out, the best of which is the week-long celebration commemorating Matera’s patron saint.
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August

A party atmosphere is in full swing at the beach, while hikers head for the hills and river canyons of Pollino and La Sila.
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September

Balmy weather at the beach; the grape harvest commences; festivals celebrate Diam-ante’s peperoncino and Camigliatello Silano’s wild mushrooms.
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December

Skiing is possible in La Sila, while Christmas heralds living nativity scenes (presepe vivente) throughout the region, most atmospherically in Matera.
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MATERA

[image: ]

Matera, la città sotterranea (the underground city), is an extraordinary place. It’s said to be Europe’s oldest city, ancient like Aleppo and Jericho. Natural caves hollowed out of a steep gorge provided shelter for Palaeolithic people, first to shepherds and farmers and later, in the 8th century, to Orthodox Basilian monks who painted their caverns with affecting frescoes recognised as unique by Unesco in 1993.

Periods of prosperity during the Middle Ages and Renaissance saw the city expand with a grand cathedral and the addition of Renaissance facades. All that was eclipsed by punishing latter-day poverty after Italian unification. In his impactful 1945 book Christ Stopped at Eboli, exiled writer Carlo Levi wrote, ‘Christ never came this far…nor hope’.

Now, the wheel has turned full circle. Following mass public works and much EU investment, the ‘Shame of Italy’ (as Matera was once dubbed) is now a worthy 2019 European Capital of Culture and the location of choice for the latest Bond film.


TOP TIP

The two gorge-side sassi (cave dwellings) districts are accessible via an entrance off Piazza San Francisco, or take Via delle Beccherie to Piazza del Duomo and follow the tourist itinerary signs to enter either Barisano or Caveoso. Caveoso is also accessible from Via Ridola.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Monasterio di Santa Lucia e Agata alla Civita

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2 Ferula Viaggi

SLEEPING

3 Corte San Pietro

4 Il Vicinato

5 La Casa di Ele

6 Le Dodici Lune

7 L’Hotel in Pietra

8 Sextantio Le Grotte della Civita

EATING

9 La Gattabuia

10 MateraMi

11 Oi Marì

12 Stano

13 Vitoantonio Lombardo

DRINKING

14 Bar Sottozero



Creative Conservation

A GENTLER KIND OF TOURISM

Sextantio Le Grotte della Civita map Google map is one of Italy’s most unusual hotels. Distributed across a cluster of cave dwellings (including a scenic 13th-century church), it sits at the edge of Matera’s spectacular ravine in the oldest part of the sassi, Civita. It’s the brainchild of Italian entrepreneur Daniele Kihlgren, who for the last 15 years has been on a mission to save some of Italy’s most beautiful borghi fantasma (abandoned villages), which he finds too often dismissed as ‘minor’ patrimony in a country of weighty historical sites.

Part philosopher, part anthropologist, Kihlgren has a vision to stay as true as possible to the character of his rural locations, offering guests a unique immersive experience. There are no frills such as television, air-conditioning or even lights. Instead, the 18 cave rooms are furnished with rough-hewn furniture and bed linens woven on traditional looms, while the chiselled walls and smooth flagstones are unadorned, leaving you to appreciate the golden glow of the tufa stone in the candlelight.

Evening aperitifs on the terrace overlooking the ravine are magical, and knowledgeable staff can arrange superb cultural tours, trekking, yoga and in-room massages. Best of all is the multicourse dinner prepared by Nunzia and Mirella, which showcases the best home cooking of the region with sophisticated simplicity.


Why I Love Matera
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Paula Hardy, writer



While anyone who comes to Matera will be blown away by its extraordinary character, seeing the city evolve over the decades has been a privilege. When I first came in the 1990s, the sassi still carried the weight of a hard history. Now it’s a Capital of Culture with a Bond film under its belt, and its golden tufa stone literally glows in the sunlight. Better still is talking to confident young Materans about how lessons from their city’s humble and self-sufficient past hold the key to many modern global problems.



WHERE TO STAY IN MATERA

Corte San Pietro map Google map  One of Matera’s most comfortable, design-led boutique hotels in Sasso Caveoso. €€€

Il Vicinato map Google map A lovely B&B in a building dating to around 1600, with views of the Murgia Plateau. €

L’Hotel in Pietra map Google map Nine zen-like, rock-cut rooms furnished in understated style. Bathrooms have stylish sunken tubs. €€
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Epic Views, Caves & Palace Museums

a walk through deep time

Orient yourself in Piazza Vittoria Veneto, where you’ll get your first view of the Sasso Barisano from the 1 Belvedere Guerricchio. This was the richer of the two sassi districts, with elaborate facades disguising the cave structures behind. Also here is the 2 Palombaro Lungo, an incredible 15m-deep water cistern – one of the largest in the world.

Wander down Via delle Beccherie to the 3 Duomo, enjoying stunning viewpoints along the way. The honey-coloured, 13th-century cathedral has recently had its frescoed interior gorgeously restored. Then descend to 4 Casa Noha, a faithfully reconstructed cave dwelling with a multimedia exhibit that tells the story of Matera’s painful recent past in unvarnished detail.

Climb back up to Piazza Sedile and turn left down Via Ridola, where you’ll find 5 Museo Ridola and 6 Palazzo Lanfranchi. The former houses an interesting ethnographic exhibit about the region, plus some remarkable Greek pottery, while the latter holds Carlo Levi’s paintings, including the panoramic mural Lucania ’61.

Behind Palazzo Lanfranchi is the Sasso Caveoso, the site of the frescoed cave churches of 7 Santa Lucia alle Malve and 8 Santa Maria di Idris, the latter hewn out of a towering craggy rock. Finally, walk along Via Madonna delle Virtù enjoying panoramic views over the gorge to reach the atmospheric contemporary sculpture museum 9 MUSMA and the richly frescoed 10 Chiesa San Pietro Barisano, Matera’s largest cave church.


BEST RESTAURANTS IN MATERA

Vitoantonio Lombardo €€€

(map Google map)

Complex and daring cooking showcasing the best of Basilicata in a stunning cave.

Oi Marì €

(map Google map)

Perfect pizza; the house special is topped with pezzente sausage.

materaMì €€

(map Google map)

Honest country cooking including an unusual spread of antipasti.

Stano €€

(map Google map)

Simple, flavourful dishes such as cavatelli pasta with crusco pepper, fried breadcrumbs and caciocavallo cheese.

La Gattabuia €€€

(map Google map)

Contemporary fine dining in a one-time prison with an impressive Lucanian wine list.

Bar Sottozero €

(map Google map)

Panzerotti (fried crescents of dough) stuffed with delicious local produce.



WHERE TO STAY IN MATERA

h-sa Guesthouse A contemporary guesthouse with a garden outside the sassi with free off-street parking. €

La Casa di Ele map Google map A 17th-century palace whose atmospheric rooms with balconies overlook the sassi. €€€

Le Dodici Lune map Google map A characterful cave hotel offering guests a 10% discount at the Palazzo Gattini spa. €€

Parco della Murgia Materana

DOWN INTO THE CANYON

In the picturesque landscape of the Murgia Plateau, the Matera Gravina cuts a rough gouge in the earth, a 200m-deep canyon pockmarked with abandoned caves and villages, and roughly 150 mysterious chiese rupestri (cave churches). The 80-sq-km protected park was formed in 1990 and, since 2007, included in Matera’s Unesco World Heritage Site. You can hike from the sassi into the gorge; steps lead down from the parking place near the Monasterio di Santa Lucia. At the bottom of the gorge you have to ford a river and then climb up to the belvedere (viewpoint; the location of the crucifixion in Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ) on the other side; this takes roughly two hours and is particularly scenic at sunset.

Cave churches accessible from the belvedere include San Falcione and Madonna delle Tre Porte. The belvedere is connected by road to the Jazzo Gattini visitors centre, housed in an old sheepfold. Guided hikes can be organised here, as can walks to the nearby Neolithic village of Murgia Timone. For longer forays into the park, including a long day trek to the town of Montescaglioso, consider a guided hike with Ferula Viaggi map Google map. They also rent out mountain bikes and detail self-guided itineraries on bikebasilicata.it.


Matera’s Sistine Chapel

For years the myth of an immense cave church larger than any in the city circulated among the Murgia’s shepherds, but it was only in 1963 that the Cripta del Peccato Originale (Crypt of Original Sin) was discovered. This stunning Benedictine monastery dating to the Lombard period houses 41 sq metres of impressively preserved frescoes from the 8th and 9th centuries. The apostles, Virgin Mary and scenes from Genesis are vividly depicted in a unique Byzantine style. The artist was dubbed ‘the Flower Painter’ due to the recurring motif of red flowers typical of the Murgia Plateau. The cave is 7km south of Matera; visits must be booked through the website, then joined at the ticket office (at Azienda Agricola Dragone).




Getting Around

Cars are prohibited in the sassi, so park at Piazza della Visitazione or Piazza Matteotti, or ask your hotel to advise on a private garage. Miccolis runs city services, which will get you to Murgia Timone, while Linea Sassi does a loop around the sassi. Small Ape rickshaws offer a taxi service in the historic centre.




Beyond Matera
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Matera’s hinterland packs a punch with wild soaring mountains, surreal sculpted plateaus and cheerful sandy beaches strewn with ancient ruins.

Basilicata is one of Italy’s smallest and strangest regions. There are no gently rolling hills or honey-coloured villas here. Instead, the soaring Lucanian Apennines rise to the north of Matera like an iron curtain, before plunging southwards to sunny Ionian beaches where ancient Greeks built civilised cities such as Metaponto where Pythagoras taught his theorem.

The mountains are old and secretive, harbouring ruined cities like Roman Grumentum and monasteries such as Venosa’s vast Abbazia della Santissima Trinità. Escher-like stone villages made of a million stairs cling to the rock face, and ghost towns like Craco hold the memory of other lives long gone.
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TOP TIP

A car is essential in the mountains. Fuel stops are infrequent, so fill up before you leave and carry some cash.




The Badlands & Beaches

TRAVEL INTO THE UNKNOWN

Parts of Basilicata are like the blank spaces on old seafaring maps: a modern-day terra incognita. The area just southwest of Matera (about an hour’s drive) has that feeling. Here, the bone-white terrain starts to erode into bizarre geological gullies, ridges and pinnacles as the clay plateau collapses towards the coastline. This strangely sculpted landscape is known as the calanchi (badlands).

The most evocative towns of the calanchi are eerie Craco (fully abandoned and the star of numerous Passion films), Tursi with its frescoed Arabo-Romanesque sanctuary of Santa Maria di Anglona, and Aliano where exiled Carlo Levi wrote Christ Stopped at Eboli. There’s a small museum dedicated to Levi there, and in February the town holds Basilicata’s most atmospheric masked carnival, the Maschere La Cornute (the Horned Mask Festival).

By car, you can visit the villages on a day trip, but travelling more slowly allows you to drop down from the plateau via stunning, whitewashed Pisticci (where Amaro Lucano was invented) to Metaponto, a one-time Greek colony. There you can visit the temple ruins of Tavole Palatine, where Crusaders convened, and the Museo Archeologico Nazionale, which houses finds from the Greco-Roman site. The best beach is at Marina di Pisticci, where 8km of pine-backed sand gently slope into a limpid blue sea.
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Hollywood’s Darling

Basilicata may fly under the tourist radar, but this otherworldly region hasn’t escaped the attention of Hollywood. Films are regularly shot here and famous moviemaker Francis Ford Coppola hails from the area. His grandfather Agostino emigrated from Bernalda to the US in 1904, and since he sought out his ancestral home in the 1960s, Francis has been a regular visitor. He bought the 19th-century Palazzo Margherita on Corso Umberto and had Jacques Grange convert it into a hotel draped in frescoes and Carrara marble. It’s fantastically expensive, but the Cinecittà Bar is open to all and worth a visit for its killer Negroni. Bernalda is a great base for exploring the area’s beaches, vineyards and hill towns.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE BADLANDS

San Teodoro Nuovo  Originally a hunting reserve, now an upscale farm-stay amid citrus groves and vineyards. €€€

Borgo San Gaetano A beautifully renovated olive mill set around a pretty garden in lively Bernalda. €€

Taverna La Contadina Sisina A sensational traditional restaurant with five simple rooms in Aliano. €

Lucanian Apennines

THE MINI DOLOMITES

Weathered by wind and rain for 15 million years, the Lucanian Apennines are a dramatic mountain range that rises sharply 80km west of Matera (about 1½ hours’ drive). Their weathered peaks are identified with evocative names such as Owl’s Beak, Anvil and Golden Eagle. Hard as it is to believe, people have lived here since the 6th century BCE, building extraordinary villages and hulking churches above the cloud line. The most incredible are Castelmezzano, Pietrapertosa and Acerenza; the latter is one of Basilicata’s most ancient towns, an impregnable fortress with a frescoed basilica said to hide the Holy Grail.

Atmospheric Pietrapertosa and Castelmezzano are hidden in the thick Gallipoli Cognato forest. The name Pietrapertosa (1088m) means ‘pierced rock’, as the village is wedged in a crack in a cliff. It is Basilicata’s highest village and offers spectacular views of the Basento valley. From here you can walk the 7km trail of the Sette Pietra (Seven Stones) down into the valley and up to the neighbouring eyrie of Castelmezzano, which is strung out along a heart-stopping mountain ledge. Or, simply fly across between May and October on Italy’s longest zip line, Il Volo dell’Angelo.

Those with a head for heights can also tackle the tremendous vie ferrate – the Via Ferrata Salemm or the Via Ferrata Marcirosa – or climb the 54 rock-cut stairs to the top of Castelmezzano’s castle for a view you won’t forget.
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Al Becco della Civetta | Massimo Todaro/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Best Restaurants in the Lucanian Apennines

Al Becco della Civetta €€€

Seasonal cooking showcasing typical dishes of Castelmezzano; try the forest-inspired antipasti. There are rooms upstairs.

La Locanda di Pietra €€

A palace restaurant in Pietrapertosa serving top-notch Lucanian fare, particularly cold cuts, mountain lamb and pork from black pigs.

La Dimora dei Cavalieri €€

A farm-stay serving traditionally made cheeses, pastas and pizzas, home-grown grains and hyper-local wines. In Vaglio Basilicata, near Potenza.




Getting Around

You’ll need a car and sturdy walking boots to get around these parts.




MARATEA
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A sparkling, sun-drenched contrast to Basilicata’s rugged interior, Maratea is a pure delight. It’s the centrepiece of Basilicata’s tiny strip of Tyrrhenian coast and is, in fact, a loose collection of coastal villages tumbling steeply through pine forests. The setting is idyllic and the twisting coastal road from Sapri, which hugs the cliff face above the sea, is reminiscent of the Amalfi Coast minus the throngs of tourists.

Those in the know come here seeking a refined beach holiday, although there’s a surprising amount to do in the area. Of course, days can be spent lolling around in picturesque beach lidos or zipping out on boat excursions, but you can also take to the pine-clad hills for some stunning coastal hikes or make short forays inland to visit rural villages or revered mountain sanctuaries in the epic Parco Nazionale del Pollino.
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SIGHTS

1 Convento di Sant’Antonio

2 Fiumicello

3 Maratea Superiore

4 Statue of Christ the Redeemer

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5 Nautilus Escursioni

EATING

6 Il Sacello

7 Ristorante 1999




TOP TIP

Maratea is a collection of small settlements with a train station located in their midst. The port is a 10-minute walk below while the historic centre, Maratea Borgo, is perched in the hills above. A bus leaves every 30 minutes from the station.




Coastal Views, Lidos & Cafe Lifestyle

A RETRO AMALFI

The best thing to do in Maratea is kick back and marvel at the natural beauty surrounding you. Pretty Fiumicello has a chic lido on an idyllic pebbled beach, while the coastline at Acquafredda is dotted with deep grottoes and tiny coves. Families head south to Castrocucco, where a large sandy beach is backed by restaurants. Boat trips with Nautilus will ferry you to secret swimming spots, or hook up a diving excursion with Centro Sub Maratea (in Porto di Maratea).

Maratea itself doesn’t have a beach, but rather a chichi little port filled with yachts and ringed with restaurants. Up above, Maratea Borgo (the historic centre) has dozens of pastel-coloured churches. You can while away hours here wandering the alleys snapping photos or eating gelato in Piazza Buraglia. Further up the hillside is ridiculously quaint Rivello with its beautifully frescoed Convento di Sant’Antonio map Google map.

The best experience, however, is hiking the coastal paths around the headland, which offer views of the Gulf of Policastro. The tourist office in Piazza Vitolo has a booklet detailing the trails, and Maratea Outdoor Experience leads treks and horse hacks. From Via Cappuccini, you can also climb the steep hill above Maratea to poke around the picturesque ruins of the original settlement, Maratea Superiore map Google map. It sits on an escarpment beneath the towering statue of Christ the Redeemer, which overlooks the whole coast atop Monte San Biagio (644m). The drive up is equally thrilling.
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Ravioli, Il Giardino di Epicuro | REDA &CO srl/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Best Places to Eat in Maratea

Il Giardino di Epicuro €€

A Slow Food restaurant serving silky handmade pasta and fabulous antipasti.

Ristorante 1999 €€€

(map Google map)
Simple, sophisticated seafood dishes in the port. Try the tuna with sweet onion jam.

Il Sacello €€

(map Google map)

Elegantly executed local dishes and views over the Maratea Borgo rooftops.

Da Cesare €€

Heavenly fish dishes include ravioli stuffed with grouper, served on a terrace with gulf views.

La Tenuta del Barone €€

Meat from farm-reared Podolica cattle is the highlight. The fiorentina steak is immense.




Getting Around

Maratea is on the railway line between Naples and Reggio di Calabria, and the station is located midway between Maratea Borgo and Porto di Maratea. Local buses pick up here. There are also local buses that connect Maratea with Fiumicello and the big sandy beach at Castrocucco. However, a car is best for beach-hopping and reaching coastal restaurants.




Beyond Maratea
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Rising steeply behind sleepy Maratea is the Parco Nazionale del Pollino, the largest national park in Italy, full of rare flora and fauna.

The ‘Mountains of Apollo’ (Pollino) are a vast 1960-sq-km range encompassing varied landscapes that are a repository of rare plants and animals. The snowcapped peaks include Monte Pollino (2248m), Serra Dolcedorne (2267m) and Serra di Crispo (2053m), also known as the ‘Garden of the Gods’ due to its forest of Bosnian pine, a relict species from the last ice age.

Rich in oaks, maple, beech, pine and fir, the Pollino is often snowbound, but in spring and autumn the meadows burst with flowers, fruit and edible fungi, while tiny towns celebrate esoteric arboreal festivals. Some, like San Costantino and San Paolo, are home to Arbëreshë communities, descendants of Albanians who sought refuge here from the Ottomans in the 15th century.
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TOP TIP

In Rotonda, the national park information office can recommend guides, itineraries, accommodation and where to buy maps.




Parco Nazionale del Pollino

PRISTINE NATURE, RURAL LIFE

Given its vast scale and sparsely populated ranges, the Pollino offers a chance to experience a way of life little affected by development. Amid the flower-strewn alpine meadows and thickly forested hillsides, traditional communities go about small-scale farming and celebrate important rural festivals, such as the Marriage of the Trees, honouring the environment they live in.

Viggianello, Terranova di Pollino and Rotonda are all good bases for excursions and can be reached in one to two hours from Maratea. Rotonda is the park’s official HQ where you’ll find the main information office and the L’Ecomuseo del Pollino, which gives you an overview of the park’s cultural and natural heritage.

Expert English-speaking guide Giuseppe Cosenza (viaggiarenelpollino.it) leads varied excursions, including summiting Monte Pollino and treks to see the ‘warrior trees’, as the epic Bosnian pines are known. Birdwatching, river trekking, mountain biking and mushroom foraging are also possible. Discover Pollino can sort foraging permits, guides and arrange mushroom-themed dinners.


If conquering summits isn’t your thing, there are historic routes that connect some of the park’s ancient villages, such as San Paolo Albanese and San Costantino Albanese. These isolated communities fiercely maintain their unique Italo-Albanian culture, and the Greek liturgy is retained in the main churches. Visiting during Easter and the second week of May, during the Festa della Madonna della Stella and the Festa dei Nusazit, is especially interesting. The latter involves dramatically exploding giant folkloric papier-mâché puppets (the Nusazits).
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Ponte del Diavolo, Gole del Raganello | Federico Rano/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Art & Architecture in the Pollino

Driving through the Pollino, you’ll be amazed by what you see. But if you pass a children’s carousel on a summit near San Severino Lucano, you may think you’re hallucinating. Don’t worry, you’re simply staring at Carsten Höller’s contribution to Arte Pollino. This international art project encourages people to ponder the landscape from alternative perspectives. Swinging in the breeze on this dinky, slow-moving carousel above vast forests is a unique and meditative experience.

Further south, in Campotenese, you’ll also pass a towering wedge of logs. This is Catasta Pollino, a cultural hub and one of the best restaurants in the park. The structure sits on the award-winning Ciclovia dei Parchi cycling route.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE POLLINO

Villa Crawford A stunning, cliffside villa in the village of San Nicola Arcella at the foot of the Parco Nazionale del Pollino. €€

Agriturismo Colloreto Set amid rolling hills outside Morano Calabro, this farm-stay has country-style rooms and a hearty restaurant. €

Albergo Villa San Domenico An 18th-century palace with antique-filled rooms next to Santa Magdalena church in Morano Calabro. €€

The Raganello Canyon

RIVER RUNNING, LOCAL CONNECTIONS

Plunging through frothing Class I and II white-water rapids, beneath an overarching canopy of green leaves in the gorges of the Gole del Raganello, is a first-rate adrenaline rush. As the Pollino drops southwards into Calabria, once-small mountain streams pick up speed and power, carving steep gashes and dark caves in the karst landscape as they power towards the sea. It is a stunning location, a Unesco Geosite and one of the 10 deepest canyons in Europe.

An hour’s drive inland from Maratea, in Laino Borgo, River Tribe offers thrilling multi-day rafting, raftpacking, kayaking and river-walking excursions into the canyon. It was set up by professional sportsman Antonio Trani, who rafted many of the world’s major rivers before returning home to reclaim a waste dump and transform it into his rafting basecamp with scenic camping and glamping sites.

It is a model of sustainable tourism – their trips are full of information about the dramatic environment you’re experiencing while also working hard to connect you with local culture. Examples of this include the river trek to dramatically sited Civita, which you ascend to from beneath the Ponte del Diavolo (Devil’s Bridge); mountain biking (or e-biking) to Mormanno and Morano Calabro; and the 29km rafting excursion to Grotta del Romito to see a perfectly preserved Upper Palaeolithic rock engraving of an auroch.


deep dive into san nicola arcella
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Andrea Fama, owner of Villa Crawford in the pretty seaside village of San Nicola Arcella, shares his tips on the town. (@villacrawford sannicolaarcella)

San Nicola Arcella

The pastel-coloured village is lovely in the evening. Explore its narrow lanes and have a drink or dinner at cool Qcècè.

Spiaggia dell’Arcomagno

This secluded cove is famous for its gigantic natural rock arch, translucent water and dazzling sunsets.

Belvedere

From this viewing terrace you get an amazing view of the Crawford Tower, Dino Island and Gulf of Policastro.

Note del Borgo

A magical festival in August when poets, painters and musicians perform all night in the most beautiful spots in the village.




Getting Around

Public transport isn’t well developed in Pollino and you’ll find logistics hard without a car. Your best bet is to book organised walks and arrange transfers through a walking guide or your hotel. If you’re relying on buses, SAM Autolinee serves Castelluccio, San Severino Lucano, Viggianello and Rotonda, and connects with the long-distance services of SLA to Naples from Rotonda.




LA SILA
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At the heart of Calabria are the immense forests of La Sila, now a protected national park that spans 130 sq km. Some believe it is Dante’s selva oscura (dark forest), the place of midlife meanderings where life’s sureties are lost in a labyrinth of obscure trails. Certainly, the 12th-century theologian, Joachim of Fiore – who lent his name to the park’s main town, San Giovanni in Fiore, and is buried in its medieval abbey – is given a favoured spot in Paradise (Canto XII).

Rather than a single unified forest, La Sila is a layer cake of different plateaus, zones and distinct woodland. The highest peaks (over 2000m) are in the Sila Grande, which is covered in beech trees, white firs and the park’s signature Calabrian pine trees (from which Roman and Greek ships were built).The Sila Greca, to the north, retains strong Albanian influences, while the Sila Piccola, near Catanzaro, is swathed in a thick cloak of holm oaks.
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SIGHTS

1 Abbazia di Santa Maria del Patire

2 Caruso Tessiture Artistiche e Scuola Tappeti

3 Cosenza

4 Fattoria Franco

5 Tessitura Artistica a Mano di Mario Celestino

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6 Valli Cupe

SLEEPING

7 B&B Calabria

8 LorichiAmo

9 San Lorenzo si Alberga

EATING

10 Il Brillo Parlante

11 La Tavernetta

12 Le Vie del Gusto

13 Locanda Pecora Nera

(see 12) Silafunghi Campanaro




TOP TIP

For information in English, try the visitors centre at Lorica and Taverna, or the tourist office in Camigliatello Silano. The owners of Scigliano’s B&B Calabria are very helpful. Cammina Sila runs scheduled hikes and canoeing excursions.



The Dark Forest

HIKING AND LAKESIDE LOUNGING

The forests of La Sila are an arboreal wonderland: lush, cool and deeply verdant. They feel more Scandinavian than Mediterranean, and even in summer the climate is coolly alpine. Spring brings forth fields of endemic wildflowers, and in autumn the trees glow red and gold while mushrooms and truffles send locals out foraging in droves.

There are 66 park trails (600km in total) and, given their remote nature, a guide (listed on the park website) is recommended. Certainly, check in at the visitors centres in Cupone, Villagio Mancuso or Cotronei before heading out.

The best routes include the hike to Montenero (1881m), a bare summit offering sweeping views across the park’s valleys and lakes, and to Monte Gariglione (1772m) on Sentiero CAI 312, which wends through ancient larch pine and silver fir forests. From Longobucco there’s an easy hike up Monte Sordillo (1551m). From Camigliatello Silano (1272m), make your way to the Giganti di Fallistro (Giants of Fallistro), an ancient woodland of towering Calabrian pines.

Come winter, skiing is possible at Camigliatello Silano and Lorica (1370m), which overlooks picturesque Lago Arvo. One of the park’s four huge artificial lakes, along with Cecita and Ampollino, it hums with summer activity at the resorts and trattorias that ring the shore. La Tavernetta map, Spineto and Il Brillo Parlante map are some of the best places to eat.


The Gloomy Valley

From Sersale, in Sila Piccola, trek into the so-called Valli Cupe map (Gloomy Valleys) – a series of deep gashes in the soft tufa bedrock. The valleys have a distinct biotope: the pinkish granite walls are hung with dangling ferns, refreshed by waterfalls and rock pools. Guides at the local cooperative (riservanaturalevallicupe.it) lead treks, donkey rides and 4WD excursions into the canyon, interspersing trips with visits to remote monasteries and churches.



WHERE TO STAY IN LA SILA

San Lorenzo si Alberga map An acclaimed restaurant in Camigliatello with simple but chic rooms serving a stunning homemade breakfast. €€€

LorichiAmo map A contemporary chalet with balconied rooms overlooking Lake Arvo. The sauna is a bonus for trekkers. €€

B&B Calabria map A comfortable B&B in Scigliano with a terrace overlooking the forest, and a knowledgeable host. €

Culture, Art & Craft

BYZANTINE INFLUENCES, BEAUTIFUL BLANKETS

Despite La Sila’s remote setting, its folk culture reaches as far as Turkmenistan, the Caucasus and old Persia. Certainly, the local hand-loomed blankets share a striking affinity with Oriental rugs in terms of their geometric designs and the technique used to create them, known as weft brocading. The effect is much like embroidery, with brightly coloured flowers and patterns in silk floss standing out proudly against a plain wool background.

There are two workshops where you can see the craft and buy these beautiful textiles. Tessitura Artistica a Mano di Mario Celestino map in Longobucco has made pieces for royal households and also has a showroom in Camigliatello Silano. At Caruso Tessiture Artistiche e Scuola Tappeti map in San Giovanni in Fiore, Domenico Caruso also presides over a weaving school.

Other cultural highlights in the park include work by the Calabrian Caravaggio, Mattia Preti, in the Museo Civico and cathedral of his hometown, Taverna; an art promenade down Cosenza map Google map’s Corso Mazzini, where you’ll see sculptures by Dalí, de Chirico and Modigliani; and the Unesco-listed Codex Purpureus in Rossano’s Museo Diocesano. One of the oldest surviving illuminated manuscripts of the New Testament, it glows as gorgeously as Rossano’s cathedral. Nearby, the Norman-Romanesque Abbazia di Santa Maria del Pàtire set in a lovely glade has a 12th-century floor mosaic depicting a lion, a griffon, a centaur and a unicorn.


Best Places to Eat in la Sila

Locanda Pecora Nera €€

A Slow Food–approved tavern in Buturo serving dishes made from organic produce.

La Tavernetta €€€

First-rate food in Camigliatello based on local ingredients, from wild aniseed to mountain-raised lamb.

Silafunghi Campanaro €

The place to go in Camigliatello to satisfy every mushroom craving you’ve ever had.

Le Vie del Gusto €

Salami and dried vegetables are the highlights at this Camigliatello osteria (tavern).

Fattoria Franco €€

Simply the best cheese products in Calabria can be found in Longobucco.




Getting Around

You can reach Camigliatello Silano and San Giovanni in Fiore via regular Ferrovie della Calabria buses from Cosenza or Crotone. But you really need your own car to explore the park properly.




Beyond La Sila
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Shielded by La Sila’s forests, the Ionian coast is a sheltered nook with sandy beaches and rolling hills covered in Italy’s oldest vines.

Covering three regions, La Sila’s foothills harbour Calabria’s largest cities: Cosenza, Crotone and Catanzaro. Despite their outsized histories – all three were important Greek settlements in the 8th century BCE – they now have a raw, workaday feel to them.

More picturesque are the coastal vineyards that cloak the eastern seaboard. Planted by the Greeks, the local Gaglioppo grape is one of the oldest in the world, and the centre of production focuses on Cirò, Cirò Marina, Crucoli and Melissa. Indulge in a little adventure around these parts to find surprising Michelin-starred cooking, fine wineries and excellent beachside restaurants amid rolling hillsides grazed by sheep and Podolica cows.
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Podolica cow, La Sila | Marco Fine/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Cirò holds an epic wine festival in early August in the old Saracen markets. Cellars open to the public and restaurants put on themed dinners.




Dattilo: A Gastronomic Detour

BEACHSIDE WINING & DINING

Krimisa, once made in Cirò Marina, was the official wine of the Greek Olympics. That’s easy to believe when you find your way to Dattilo, Caterina Ceraudo’s Michelin-starred agriturismo (farm-stay accommodation) housed in a 400-year-old mill (an hour’s drive east of San Giovanni in Fiore). In 1973 her father Roberto bought some land in Strongoli on the chalky hills overlooking the Ionian Sea. A pioneer in biodynamic farming, he revived the autochthonous Pecorello grape, and now Caterina’s restaurant is doing the same for Calabrian food.

Staying here is an experience. Guests can tour the vineyards with Roberto, whose love of the land is evident in his highly personal guided tastings. On other days, they’ll pack a gourmet picnic for you and send you off on smart boat trips or explorations of other vineyards.

The highlight is the 12-course dinner menu, which showcases Caterina’s elegant cooking. It focuses on essential ingredients, elevating flavour to an intense pitch. Local seafood, farm-grown beef and all manner of vegetables are showcased. A single, achingly sweet carrot, a bowl of intense mushroom tortelloni, and snapper with bergamot and sweet pink pepper are some of the highlights.

From the farm you can easily reach the beaches and seafood restaurants of Cirò Marina, other nearby vineyards and the Marine Reserve of Capo Rizzuto, where an Aragonese castle stands on the mythic island of Calypso.


Cirò Vintners

This group of artisanal vintners are dedicated to micro-vinification using the best grapes of the local terroir. Most production focuses on the distinctive black grape Gaglioppo, which shares many characteristics with Piedmont’s Nebbiolo grape.

Sergio Arcuri

A fourth-generation winemaker producing from old vines. His Più Vite has an intense deep red cherry and blood orange flavour.

’A Vita

Francesco de Franco creates surprising tastes like the masterful Leukò Bianco with hints of grapefruit, almonds and apricots.

Ippolito 1845

The oldest winery in Calabria, producing complex wines such as Ripe del Falco.

Tenuta del Conte

Mariangela Parilla produces beautiful whites from Greco Bianco that pair wonderfully with seafood.




Getting Around

There are buses between Cosenza, Catanzaro and Crotone. But to explore the countryside, you’ll need a car.




COSTA DEGLI DEI
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Calabria’s 800km Tyrrhenian coast is a combination of the beautiful and the beastly. The Autostrada del Mediterraneo (A2), one of Italy’s great coastal drives, twists and turns along its length through tunnels blasted through mountains, past huge swaths of dark-green forest and endless views of cerulean-blue sea.

From the border of Basilicata, beaches link resort towns from tired Praia a Mare to quaint Diamante, famous for its chillies and bright murals. Inland, villages like Aieta and Tortora sit at the end of tortuous, ribbon-like roads. Meanwhile, the faithful flock to Paola’s great sanctuary, where St Francis (the patron saint of Calabria) was born in 1416.

But the jewel in the Tyrrhenian crown is undoubtedly the Costa degli Dei (Coast of the Gods), a bulbous peninsula dressed in Mediterranean macchia (shrubbery) and pine trees that plunges dramatically into crystalline waters. At its centre is Tropea, a stage-set tourist town buzzing with visitors in high summer.


TOP TIP

During July and August, Tropea gets very busy. Pizzo, Parghelia, Capo Vaticano and Vibo Valentia are great alternative bases within easy reach of the town. Villa Zufrò and Porto Pirgos are two of the nicest hotels in the area.
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The Coast of the Gods

A SLICE OF PARADISE

This scenic, 56km spur of coastline between Pizzo and Nicotera is Calabria’s most lovely, characterised by white sandy beaches, vertiginous granite cliffs and water so translucent you can watch the fish swimming in the shallows. Tropea, perched on a sheer cliff at its centre, is a tangle of tiny lanes and piazzas. Its crescent beaches are bath-warm and you can swim around the picturesque island atop which sits the lovely monastic church of Santa Maria dell’Isola.

At the height of summer, Tropea throngs with visitors, so it’s best to spread out along the coastline. There are fabulous sandy beaches and hotels at Zambrone and Parghelia, such as Spiaggia Michelino and Spiaggia di Vardano. Pizzo is another pretty cliff-side town, famous for its intense tartufo ice-cream ball (a death-by-chocolate hazelnut truffle bomb) and charming cave-church, the Chiesetta di Piedigrotta.

The best swimming, though, is at Capo Vaticano, the tip of the rocky headland, which sheers away into the sea and offers perfect views of the Aeolian Islands (you can visit on day trips from Tropea). Hire a pedalo from Grotticelle beach and spend the day snorkelling and paddling about. Then head up to the lighthouse, Faro di Capo Vaticano, for one of the most beautiful sunset views in all of Italy.


favourite days out
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Abigail Johnson, founder of Explore Calabria with iitaly  (@explorecalabria)



Don’t leave the Costa degli Dei without getting out on the turquoise water! There are plenty of excursions departing from Tropea, but I prefer to explore at my own pace and rent a small motorboat from the port for the day. Fill the cooler with ice, wrap up some ‘nduja arancini, and discover all the tiny beaches that are only accessible by sea. Be sure to snorkel at Capo Vaticano, then head back to Tropea by sunset for the best seats in the house – the view from the water as the sun dips behind Stromboli volcano is one of Italy’s finest.




For Island Aficionados

Boat trips depart daily for the Aeolian Islands (p674), which are closer to Calabria than they are to Sicily. See what the different islands are like and decide where to go.




Getting Around

If you’re based at a resort like Tropea or Pizzo, you can manage without a car. The train line along the coast is slow but incredibly scenic and something of a highlight in itself. But if you’d like the freedom to explore all the beaches along the coast, you’ll need a car.




Beyond Costa degli Dei
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The 43km-wide hinterland between the Tyrrhenian and Ionian coasts is packed with quaint villages, ancient monasteries and good eating.

From Pizzo in the west to Soverato in the east is a mere 43km – the narrowest point on the Calabrian peninsula. Therefore, it has always been an important pathway, as the enormous castle in Vibo Valentia and the monastery at Serra San Bruno attest. It’s walkable in three days thanks to a new georeferenced trail.

Once you hit the Ionian coast, you’ll feel a change of pace. Gone are the dramatic cliffs – instead, the gentle, citrus-lined Bay of Squillace spreads before you with acres of white sandy beach. Soverato is the smart town at its centre with a fabulous beach, a botanical garden and some great summer music festivals.
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TOP TIP

Calabria’s famous ‘nduja (a spicy spreadable sausage) is made in Spilinga, which holds a festival dedicated to it on 8 August. Stock up at Salumificio Latteria Monteporo.
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Coast to Coast

CAVES, CULTURE & THE KALABRIAN TRAIL

Behind the coastline rises the Serre massif. 1 Vibo Valentia, 40 minutes’ drive from Tropea, is the regional capital and is set on the hillside with lovely views of the Golfo di Sant’Eufemia and a well-preserved medieval centre paved with lava stones. Head up to the Norman-Hohenstaufen castle to potter around the Museo Archeologico ‘Vito Capialbi’. It has a fine collection of artefacts, including a large collection of unusual terracotta votive statues from the necropolis of Hipponion, the Greek city on which Vibo is built. The best time to come to Vibo is during Easter for the Affruntata, one of Calabria’s biggest festivals.

Other places to explore inland by car are 2 Le Grotte degli Sbariati di Zungri, an ancient cave settlement carved into the tufa stone by Basilian monks during the 11th century. There are about 100 caves connected with stone stairways and a system of water channels and cisterns. More impressive is the enormous charterhouse, 3 Certosa di Serra San Bruno, founded by the namesake monk who turned down a bishopric to retire here. Stop for lunch at Zenzero before continuing down a winding mountain road to the village of 4 Badolato

Alternatively, you can hike across the peninsula a little further north. Georeferenced during the COVID-19 lockdown, the Kalabria Coast-to-Coast Trail (kalabriatrekking.it) starts at 5 Pizzo and traverses olive groves and mountain pastures via 6 Lake Angitola, 7 Monterosso Calabro, 8 San Vito sullo Ionico and 9 Petrizzi on the Tyrrhenian coast before reaching 10 Soverato on the Ionian coast. It takes three days and is marked with waypoints, simple B&Bs and rural restaurants.


A Good Legend & Lunch

A kilometre north of Pizzo, there’s a strange cave chapel full of naive, life-size sculptures depicting saints and religious scenes. It’s the Chiesetta di Piedigrotta, a votive chapel dedicated to Madonna di Piedigrotta, who according to legend saved a ship of sailors wrecked in a storm here in the 17th century.

Sculptor Angelo Barone added the statuary in the early 20th century. Visit in the afternoon when the sun lights up the cave’s depths and the minerals in the stone sparkle. The beach in front of the cave is delightful, but it’s worth heading on to the long, sandy Lido Pescespada, where you can have a slap-up lunch at Ristorante Da Agostino.




More Amazing Mountain Towns

To explore other interesting mountain villages with very different characters, head a short distance south to Stilo and Gerace.



WHERE TO EAT IN SERRE MASSIF

Trattoria Vecchi Tempi A grill bar in Vibo Valentia where you can choose your cured meat and cuts from the counter. €€

Il Normanno A deeply traditional trattoria in Miletto serving fileja pasta and excellent salami. €€

Lo Speziale A restaurant in a palace in Petrizzi where you can try pasta with Calabrian liquorice. €€

Calabria’s Kindest Village

MODERN MOUNTAIN LIFE

A two-hour drive east from Tropea, Badolato is an 11th-century mountain town set between two plunging valleys. It nearly joined other Calabrian borghi fantasma but found a route to resurrection by welcoming a ship of desperate Kurdish refugees in 1997. The Ararat was carrying 836 people. In contrast, Badolato’s handsome old town – founded by the first Duke of Calabria, Robert Guiscard – had just 350 residents left, down from a peak of 8000.

So, instead of turning the desperate families away, the then mayor Gerardo Mannello offered to house them in the old town. The Kurds were immensely grateful and set about renovating some old homes and helping farm the surrounding fields. The effort was a huge success and attracted worldwide attention. More and more curious people arrived, including celebrities Oliver Stone and Wim Wenders. New businesses appeared, like the fantastic Torinese ice-cream parlour Fabbrica del Gelato and Cicchinella wine bar, and badolatesi returned from the diaspora.

Now it’s a vivacious place – an unusual phenomena in a region emptied by emigration. Take a walk with Badolato Slow Village to hear more incredible stories and read the ‘Talking Stones’ carved in the walls around town. Attend the friendly Easter festivities and visit the village’s 15 churches. Hike to the tranquil Convento Santa Maria degli Angeli, and stay for the August Festival Insegui L’Arte. Then return for the olive and grape harvest in autumn.


explore badolato
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Guerino Nisticò, a member of Badolato Slow Village

(@badolatoslowvillage)

Badolato Marina

Badolato is just 15 minutes from a beautiful beach. Head to Lido Solesi for great seafood and Calabrian wine.

Easter

This is a magical time in Badolato, full of folk events, authentic encounters and an ancient religious procession called the Cumprunta.

Badolato Slow Village

Take a walk around the village with one of our guides to understand its unique history and meet some locals.

Catojo dello Spinetto

Dine in this old wine cellar overlooking the valley. Chef Ciro Piedimonte’s cooking is incredible.

Nido di Seta

This silk farm is reviving the ancient art of silk production.




Getting Around

A train runs along the coast between Badolato Marina, Soverato and Catanzaro Lido, but to reach the old village of Badolato and explore inland, you’ll need a car. Traffic is restricted in Badolato, so check ahead with your hotel about parking.




Reggio di Calabria
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Port, transport nexus and the main arrival and departure point for Sicily, Reggio seems more functional than fascinating. That is up until the point you set foot inside its fabulous national museum, custodian of some of the most precious artefacts of Magna Graecia.

The city’s architectural eclecticism and attractive art nouveau centre is a result of its tectonic liveliness: in 1908 the last big earthquake triggered a tsunami that killed over 100,000 people. By Italian standards, little of historical merit remains, although the lungomare (seafront promenade) with its views across the strait to Mt Etna is, arguably, the finest in Italy for an evening passeggiata (stroll).

Fortunately, there’s no need to doubt the food. Reggio hides some of Calabria’s best restaurants. You can work up an appetite by hiking in the nearby Parco Nazionale dell’Aspromonte or exploring the coastline, especially the charming fishing village of Scilla.

[image: ]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Museo Nazionale di Reggio Calabria

EATING

2 Cèsare

3 L’A Gourmet L’Accademia

4 La Vie del Gusto

5 Lisca Bianca




TOP TIP

The elongated grid of streets behind the lungomare is sprinkled with bars and pubs. They generally begin opening up around 6pm or 7pm. For a more refined drink and a bite to eat, head to Lievito or Vesper.



Southern Warriors

ANCIENt & REAL-LIFE HEROES

Set in Marcello Piacentini’s monumental marble and lava stone Museo Nazionale di Reggio Calabria map Google map is southern Italy’s finest collection of artefacts from the colonies of Magna Graecia, which dotted the Calabrian peninsula in the 8th century BCE. Spend half a day here, and you can work your way through time from Calabria’s earliest Neolithic communities to glorious Hellenistic, Byzantine and Roman periods.

The museum’s crown jewels are the Bronzi di Riace, two god-like bronze statues of Greek warriors discovered on the seabed near Riace in 1972. They are probably the world’s finest examples of ancient Greek sculpture. The finer of the two has ivory eyes and silver teeth parted in a faint Mona Lisa–like smile. Their provenance is a mystery, although they are known to date from around 450 BCE.

On a par with the museum is L’A Gourmet L’Accademia map Google map, Reggio’s finest restaurant. It’s run by Filippo Cogliandro, a world-class chef and anti-Mafia activist, whose creative dishes showcase Calabria’s surprising produce, like liquorice from Rossano, swordfish from Scilla, Tropea’s sweet red onions and bergamot from Reggio that once perfumed Versailles.


Best Places to Eat in Reggio

Lisca Bianca €€

(map Google map)

Superbly cooked fish, like red shrimp tartare, fragrant spaghetti with clams and swordfish skewers.

La Cantina del Macellaio €€

Famous for its mixed grill, pasta with pork sauce and veal rolls. Excellent Calabrian wines, too.

La Vie del Gusto €€

(map Google map)

A friendly place known for its sprawling antipasti plates and meaty dishes.

Cèsare €

(map Google map)

The most popular gelateria in town, in a kiosk by the lungomare. Try the bergamot flavour.




More Splendid Greek Ruins

If heading over the Strait of Messina to Sicily, you can continue exploring the legacy of Magna Graecia at Syracuse, Selinunte and Agrigento’s Valley of the Temples.




Getting Around

Reggio is the gateway to Sicily. There are two main departure ports: the Stazione Marittima in Reggio Calabria, and the ferry port in Villa San Giovanni, 14km north and accessible by train. Passenger ferries depart from both. Car ferries depart from Villa San Giovanni. This is also the port used by Trenitalia’s train-ferry.

Reggio’s main train station, the Stazione Centrale, is at the town’s southern edge. Of more use to ferry foot passengers is the Stazione Lido, near the harbour. Trains depart to Milan, Rome and Naples. Regional services run along the coast to Scilla, Tropea and Catanzaro.

Reggio’s airport at Ravagnese, about 5km south, has flights to Rome, Turin and Milan.




Beyond Reggio di Calabria
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Sicily is Reggio’s natural hinterland, but the mysterious mountains behind the city offer superb hikes and a unique Calabro-Greek culture.

Calabria’s so-called ‘Bitter Mountains’, or Aspromonte, have a fearsome reputation. In summer, the parched mountainsides are covered in brittle blond grasses, lentisk and desiccated broom. The exposed white boulders of the dry fiumare (riverbeds) look like bony gashes slashed through the forests. A sibyl is said to live near Montalto’s summit, while a Greek monster guards the Strait of Messina at Scilla. Some say the heads of the ‘ndrangheta meet at the feast of the Madonna di Polsi to tot up their kill-list and elect a new capo. Tall tales they may be, but this sun-struck landscape with its lost-in-time feel naturally conjures fever dreams.

[image: jpg]

Castello Ruffo, Scilla | Andrew Mayovskyy/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Aspromonte festivals include Easter in Gerace; Bova’s Greek heritage celebration, the Paleariza; the Palio di Ribusa, Stilo’s medieval pageant; and San Luca’s celebration of the Madonna di Polsi.




Mythical Scilla

SNORKELLING AND SEASIDE CHARM

Scilla’s painted houses cling on for dear life to the jagged promontory, ascending in jumbled ranks to the hill’s summit, which is crowned by Castello Ruffo and, just below, the dazzling white Chiesa Maria Santissima Immacolata. There’s not much to see in town (a half-hour train ride from Reggio), but it’s worth hiking up to Piazza San Rocco both for the view and the epic statue of monstrous namesake Scylla. This beautiful Greek nymph angered the jealous witch Circe and was thus transformed into a monstrous half-fish, half-woman with six ferocious dog heads that thereafter terrorised sailors in the strait.

Scilla’s hillside town is separated from the fishing district Chianalea by a tiny port. The latter sits almost directly in the water, its terraces propped up on pontoons. It is only accessible on foot or by little Ape taxis that ferry people up and down. Swimming off the town’s sandy beach is glorious, as is boating and diving in the rich volcanic waters. Scilla in Barca runs excursions along the coast, while Scilla Diving Centre can get you kitted up for dives.


Otherwise, head for Lido Paradiso, from where you can squint up at the castle while sunbathing with your fellow Calabrian holidaymakers. Then follow their lead and head to Dali City Pub. This Beatles tribute beach bar serves cold beer and pesce spada (swordfish) sandwiches with a view of Stromboli.
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Chianalea | Marco Rubino/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Views of the Violet Coast

For heavenly views of the Strait of Messina, head out along the Sentiero dei Tracciolino, a dramatic panoramic footpath that starts above Palmi and hugs the coast all the way to Bagnara Calabra. It’s 7km long and takes 2½ hours to hike with glorious views of the Aeolian Islands all the way. More demanding is the circular, 18km-long Sentiero dell’Aquilla, or Path of the Eagle (aspromonteoutdoor.it), which takes eight to nine hours.

Otherwise, drive up to Monte Sant’Elia, above Palmi, for a breathtaking view from the belvedere. Come at sunset to see the sky blur from gold to pink to that deep shade of violet that gives this coastline its name.



WHERE TO EAT IN SCILLA

Caluna  A contemporary osteria with a limited menu of seafood and regional wines. The pasta is the highlight. €€

Osteria del Centro Behind the church of San Rocco, this place serves great meat dishes and the ubiquitous swordfish. €€

Glauco Enjoy delicious grilled fish and ravioli stuffed with aubergine and shrimp on a romantic deck over the water. €€

Aspromonte Grecanica

INTO THE WILD

Carved up by seasonal torrents, Aspromonte’s mountains are awesomely beautiful. Underwater rivers keep the peaks covered in coniferous forests and ablaze with flowers in spring. It’s wonderful walking country, crisscrossed by trails. Gambarie, an hour’s drive from Reggio, is the main town and the easiest approach to the park. The roads are good and the park office can advise on activities and guides.

More challenging to reach are the last Grecanico communities in the jagged peaks at the tip of the peninsula. They cluster around Bova and preserve the last vestiges of a Greek community descended directly from the western Byzantine Empire of the 6th century CE, harking back to Magna Graecia. Access is from the SS106 south of Reggio. From here you can climb inland up hairpin roads to the superbly sited Byzantine castle of San Niceto, the abandoned village of Pentedàttilo on the slopes of Monte Calvario, and ghostly Roghudi Vecchio, which nearly fell from its rocky ridge during the 1971 floods, prompting the villagers to evacuate.

From Roghudi it’s possible to hike to Gallicianò, Condofuri, Amendolea and Bova Superiore, where you’ll have a sweeping view of the mountains and Mt Etna. Calabria’s last Greek-speaking people inhabit this handful of towns, preserving their ancient traditions and dialect. Co-operative San Leo in Bova and Naturaliter in Condofuri can help you find guides and accommodation.
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Gerace | Polonio Video/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Aphrodite’s Apple

Citrus bergamia (Calabrian bergamot) grows in the final foothills of the Aspromonte between Villa San Giovanni and Gioiosa Ionica. Its essential oil is a key ingredient in perfumes, as it is used to fix aromatic bouquets and heighten fragrance. It also has antiseptic and antibacterial qualities prized by big pharma and can be used in teas, confectionery and cakes. This makes it the most sought-after citrus in the world.

Azienda Agrituristica ‘Il Bergamotto’ is a bergamot plantation and a fine agriturismo run by Ugo Sergei. Here you can stay amid the citrus and olive groves and dine on tasty country cooking. Ugo can help arrange excursions into the Aspromonte on foot or on donkeys.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN THE ASPROMONTE

Borgo Pentedattilo An unforgettable experience – a renovated rural house in a spectacular ghost town; see borgopentedattilo.it. €

Al Borgo di Mafrica Marcello Fresh ricotta, stewed goat and lestopitta are served at this Greek-influenced trattoria in Bova Superiore. €

Qafiz Fine dining from Nino Rossi; the tasting menu is enhanced by foraged wild herbs and mountain produce. €€€

Ancient Villages, Monasteries & Ruins

ARCHITECTURAL TREASURES

At the northern fringes of the Aspromonte are the charming Byzantine villages of Gerace and Stilo. They sit in the hills behind ruined Locri Epizephyrii. Once a powerful Greek city, Locri was reputedly settled by Greek slaves who eloped with the wives of their masters. You can wander the ruins and visit their treasures in the Museo e Parco Archeologico Nazionale, 3km south of Locri.

Due to constant Saracen harassment, Locri was abandoned in the 10th century and the residents moved uphill to Gerace, a spectacular and unspoilt medieval hill town, a 20 minutes’ drive inland. It is full of striking architecture like the Byzantine Chiesa di Santa Maria del Mastro, the Gothic Chiesa di San Francesco and the epic Castello Normanno. The soaring Byzantine-Romanesque Basilica Concattedrale di Gerace is the largest church in Calabria and contains tapestries by Jan Leyniers. Give yourself time to wander Gerace’s quaint streets. In July, there’s a street art festival called Borgo di Incanto.

An hour’s drive further north is Stilo, a Byzantine beauty with a dramatic mountain backdrop. It, too, is scattered with charming churches. From the clay-brick Cattolica, a Greek-Byzantine temple, the view over the Ionian coast is stunning. It gets better if you climb up Monte Consolino, where you’ll find the grottoes of Basilian hermits. A community of six Orthodox Romanian monks still tends to the atmospheric Monastero di San Giovanni Theristis, which sits 8km outside of town.

Aspromonte villages host fantastic festivals, including the Easter celebrations in Gerace; Bova’s Greek heritage celebration, the Paleariza; Pentedattilo Film Festival; the Palio di Ribusa, Stilo’s medieval pageant; and, San Luca’s celebration of the Madonna di Polsi, the most revered pilgrimage site in these mountains.


Best Places to Eat on the Ionian Coast

A Squella €

Traditional Calabrian cooking in Gerace with valley views. Try the homemade pasta.

Gambero Rosso €€€

Stunningly elegant, Michelin-starred fish dishes in Gioiosa Ionica. Its crudo (raw seafood) is famous.

La Buca del Re €€

Ancient oil cellar in Stilo serving top-notch charcuterie and handsome plates of homemade pasta.

‘A Lanterna €€

A fabulous agriturismo with organic country cooking near the Greek ruins of Caulonia.




Getting Around

It is possible to reach Gambarie from Reggio Calabria by bus on the ATAM city bus 319. For any further exploration, you’ll need your own car and a head for hairpin bends. Note that the roads to the mountain villages in the south are not well maintained.







SICILY

[image: ]

ETERNAL CROSSROADS OF THE MEDITERRANEAN


Byzantine to baroque, Arabic to anti-Mafia: nowhere else in Italy does the ancient and modern collide with such attitude and cultural sass.
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Cefalù | Rolf E. Staerk/shutterstock ©

In the Sicilian capital, footsteps from the sea, Palazzo Butera slumbers in the shadow of an ornate elevated walkway, designed in the 19th century for mourning widows to promenade in peace. The experimental gallery inside offers no descriptive panels or labels with displayed artworks – it’s all about using your intuition to appreciate the ensemble.

The same goes for the entire intoxicatingly storied island – a mash-up of old, new, chaos and calm, which, with its offshore archipelagos, forms an autonomous region in Italy. For centuries, Sicily enticed Greeks, Carthaginians and Romans into its bewitching, devilishly handsome lair. Later rule by Byzantines, Saracens, Normans, Germans, Angevins and Spanish blessed Sicily with an embarrassment of artistic and architectural riches that remain a star attraction. Stirring your soul with shimmering-gold Byzantine mosaics, baroque stucco or toe-tapping jazz in a medieval monastery is a drop in the ocean when it comes to encountering Sicilian dolce vita – even dolce far niente.

The Sicilian kitchen, crafted from multiple cuisines, only intensifies the sensory feast. Island produce – sun-spun capers, olives, almonds and pistachios, wild saffron, ricotta, shellfish, tuna and swordfish – has been the magic ingredient ever since Bacchus planted vines near Taormina and the Greek god of blacksmiths fired up his forge inside Mt Etna. In the face of earthquakes, volcanoes and modern Mafia menace, it is farmers and artists who keep the Sicilian cart turning.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Palermo

Architectural masterpieces and extraordinary food.

Lipari

Island-hopping paradise promising slow escapes.

Catania

Urban springboard for Mt Etna forays.

Syracuse

Theatrical Greek ruins and superstar baroque towns.

Agrigento

Sicily’s most magnificent archaeological site.

Trapani

Small port town with nature-rich seascapes.




Find Your Way


Lounging in sun-spangled turquoise waters between the toe of Italy and Tunisia, 160km southwest, Sicily promises seafaring and land adventures in spades. This is the Mediterranean’s largest island, but the major sights still remain eminently navigable in a couple of weeks.
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Plan Your Time


Avoid cramming your itinerary with too many glittering palazzi (mansions), gem-packed galleries and time-wizened ruins. Pepper sightseeing with sea dips, scenic walks and memorable feasts.
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Cattedrale di Palermo | David Ionut/Shutterstock ©


If You Only Do One Thing

• Throw yourself into the labyrinthine historic centre of Palermo, where dizzyingly beautiful churches, artisan workshops, street markets and edible temptations enthral. Begin with crown jewel Cappella Palatina in Palazzo dei Normanni map Google map and the cathedral. Skyline views from its roof terrace are unmatched. Grab street food for lunch at Mercato del Capo.

• Hop on a bus to Cattedrale di Monreale. Back in Palermo, watch the setting sun turn Fontana Pretoria map Google map pink over drinks at rooftop Le Terrazze del Sole map Google map. Dine at Gagini map Google map and enjoy late-night cocktails at Farmacia Alcolica.




Three Days to Travel Around

• Begin in Catania, rebuilt in lava after an earthquake in the 17th century. Explore its markets, shopping and buzzy nightlife. Day two, climb the lofty heights of Mt Etna to appreciate the Herculean proportions of this active volcano and the rich biodiversity – vineyards included – it fuels.

• Take a train to Syracuse to explore one of the ancient world’s most powerful cities, rival to Athens. Amble from the papyrus-fringed spring of Fonte Aretusa on Ortygia island to altars and grottos in the Parco Archeologico. After dark, watch a summertime play beneath stars in the ruined Greek theatre.




If You Have More Time

• Trace the footsteps of 18th-century romantics on a Grand Tour. Begin in Palermo, regal home of Norman kings. Day-trip to beach-bum fave Cefalù. Head southwest to port city Trapani and beyond to awe-inspiring temple ruins at Segesta, Selinunte and the Valley of the Temples at Agrigento. Linger to explore wild beaches and the photogenic Scala dei Turchi along Agrigento’s coastline. From Syracuse, serenade baroque beauties in the Unesco-listed Val di Noto and catch Greek drama in Taormina. End on a natural high with fireworks on Mt Etna or an island adventure in the Aeolian archipelago.



Seasonal Highlights

Summer is sizzling hot. Spring, with its bouquet of wildflowers, and summer’s tail end are ideal for hiking, swimming and diving. Autumnal harvests are a foodie delight.

April

Religious processions, barefoot parades and marzipan lambs mark Easter week. On the Aeolian Islands the first capers ripen.
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May

Roses bloom and the first sun-spun fruits are picked. Salt is harvested (until August) from shimmering salt pans in western Sicily.
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June

The first beach lovers descend on the coast. Rooftop bars, beach restaurants and sun-lounger rentals usher in the summer season.
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July

Prices and temperatures soar. Open-air concerts entertain. Blockbuster sights like the Valley of the Temples map Google map stay open late.
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August

Beaches sizzle (temperature and crowds). Islanders feast on figs and fresh carob pods. Segesta’s theatre festival opens.
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September

Wine towns celebrate the grape harvest. Beach clubs and restaurants shut by the month’s end. The first pomegranates ripen.
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October

Autumn brings wild mushrooms, colourful foliage and harvest festivals in mountain villages. The olive harvest is in full swing.
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PALERMO
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With a history stretching back nearly 3000 years, Siciliy’s complex metropolitan capital is the result of centuries of dizzying highs and crushing lows. Palermo was conquered by the Arabs in 831 CE and when the Normans invaded in 1072, Roger I (1031–1101) made the old Greek port the seat of his enlightened ‘kingdom of the sun’, encouraging resident Arabs, Byzantines, Greeks and Italians to remain.

Contemporary Palermo is stitched from rebellion, bravery, squalor and solidarity. It’s a place where Piero wraps a huge block of ice in cloth each morning for another day at the market; where reformed juveniles bake biscuits to sell in artisan kitchens. Talented street artists take up arms against the Mafia, and locals chat in Albanian and Arabic in this heavily spiced melting pot of history and cultures. Be inquisitive. Peek into that citrus-filled cloister, bewitching cherub-spun chapel or trash-strewn back alley, and you will be astonished by what you find.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Cattedrale di Palermo

2 Chiesa e Monastero di Santa Caterina d’Alessandria

3 Fontana Pretoria

4 Museo Archeologico Regionale Antonio Salinas

5 Palazzo dei Normanni

6 Quattro Canti

EATING

7 Gagini

8 Grattatella all’antica no Zu’ Vicè

(see 6) Grattatella da Tonino

9 I Segreti del Chiostro

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

10 Le Terrazze del Sole




TOP TIP

Lap up Palermo’s chaotic vibe on foot. New town main streets Via Maqueda and Via Vittorio Emanuele meet at Quattro Canti (Four Corners) to slice the historic centre into four vibrant quarters: Albergheria, Il Capo, La Kalsa and Vucciria.



Quattro Canti

map Google map

BACKSTAGE AT THE SUN THEATRE

Not only does Quattro Canti – as the elegant intersection of Via Vittorio Emanuele and Via Maqueda is commonly known – mark the epicentre of Palermo’s sizeable old city. The iconic square (officially Piazza Vigliena) is also nicknamed Il Teatro del Sole (Theatre of the Sun) because of the light show that unfolds each day on its perfect circle of curvilinear facades.

Return to these bustling crossroads at different times of the day to catch the sun lighting up a different building – unlit facades disappear up to the china-blue vault of the sky in a clever display of perspective. Religious believers preaching ‘speakers-corner style’, waiting taxis blaring music on portable loudspeakers and horse-drawn carriages only add to the show.


Lunch Stop

Palermo’s premier fruit-and-veg market, Mercato del Capo feels as souk-esque as it did when Arab traders, pirates and slave merchants peddled goods in its streets in the 9th century. Watch your pockets as you mill with the crowd through Porta Carini, an original city gate rebuilt in 1782. Stalls piled high with fist-sized lemons, beakers of fresh coconut and wild strawberries pack Via Porta Carini. Sample the morsels on sticks offered by boisterous street-food vendors push. Sit & Mancia (No 63) is one of several spots to sip local Birra dei Vespri craft beer and lunch on pastelle (deep-fried slices of seasonal veg), pistachio-stuffed sardines or marinated swordfish.



WHERE TO SAVOUR STREET FOOD IN THE HISTORIC CENTRE

Mercato di Ballarò Vintage pushcarts hawking sfincione (Sicilian-style pizza) and stalls grilling stigghiola (goat intestines) alfresco. €

Biga Pizza slices with seasonal toppings, many Slow Food-endorsed, on dough naturally leavened for 48 hours. €

Friggitoria Chiluzzo A kerbside kiosk with Palermo’s best pane e panelle (sesame bread with chickpea fritters) and cazzilli (potato croquettes). €

Fontana Pretoria

SUNSET DRINKS AT THE FOUNTAIN OF SHAME

So scandalised were Sicilian churchgoers by the flagrant nudity of the cheek-baring nymphs, tritons and frolicking river gods sculpted in marble on Piazza Pretoria’s monumental fountain that they dubbed it Fontana della Vergogna (Fountain of Shame). Designed by Florentine sculptor Francesco Camilliani between 1554 and 1555 for the Tuscan villa of Don Pedro de Toledo, it was bought by Palermo in 1573 in an effort to outshine the newly crafted Fontana di Orione in Messina.

The play of light on the nudes posing in Fontana Pretoria’s tiered basins is theatrical any time of day – and never the same twice. Return several times to admire the whimsical scene in different lights. Come sunset, enjoy it from above over alfresco drinks at Le Terrazze del Sole, the rooftop bar of Palermo’s historic Grand Albergo Sole (now Hotel B&B Palermo Quattro Canti) on Via Vittorio Emanuele.
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Palazzo dei Normanni

GLITTERING MOSAICS IN A ROYAL PALACE

Norman Sicily’s compelling cultural complexity is beautifully evoked at Palermo’s star attraction: Cappella Palatina, squirrelled away like a rare jewel inside the Norman Palace (also called Palazzo Reale). The landmark monument, built by conquering Arabs on the highest point of the city in the 9th century, morphed from defensive fortress to pleasure palace with the arrival of the Normans in Palermo in the 11th century. Since 1947 it has been the seat of the Sicilian Regional Assembly.

The lavish royal apartments can be visited Friday to Monday: admire the Sala d’Ercole (Hall of Hercules) where the Regional Assembly convenes on the other days of the week; the king’s bedroom; and the Sala dei Venti (Hall of Winds) with Byzantine mosaics and 18th-century wooden ceiling.

But it is the shimmering-gold Cappella Palatina, designed by Roger II in 1130 in the palace loggia, that takes your breath away. The Norman king brought in the finest Byzantine Greek craftsmen to inlay the chapel’s interior with gemstones and marble. The detail, expression and movement captured by the figurative mosaics are extraordinary. Revel in the life of Christ, the Saints, Prophets and Evangelists in the presbytery; Cristo Pantocratore (Christ All Powerful) and angels in the apse and dome; and the Old Testament in the central nave.


Best Mafia Insights

No Mafia Memorial

Learn Mafia history and tune into the anti-Mafia movement at Via Vittorio Emanuele 353.

Teatro Massimo

Stand on the steps where the iconic Mafia shooting scene from Francis Ford Coppola’s Godfather III was shot.

Muro della Legalità (Wall of Legality; 2022)

This mural on Piazza degli Aragonesi honours 26 unsung heroes who’ve died in Sicily’s ongoing anti-Mafia fight.

Falcone & Borsellino Mural (2017)

Street artist Rosk e Loste’s portraits of slain anti-Mafia magistrates Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino dominate La Cala port.




Arab-Norman Treasures

From 1130 to 1194 the Normans collaborated with Byzantine and Arab architects to transform Greek temples into basilicas. Palermo’s Capella Palatina, Cattedrale di Monreale and Cefalù’s Duomo map Google map are the stars of this period.



WHERE TO GO FOR LATE-NIGHT COCKTAILS

Mak Mixology Cocktails are paired with modern cuisine at this chic bar in a 1930s shopping gallery off Via Maqueda.

Terzo Tempo Cocktail Lab Superb signature cocktails (try Sicilian Shepherds!) or customise with your favourite boutique gin, rum or whisky.

Farmacia Alcolica Chink cocktails with urban hipsters in a funky interior crafted from flea-market finds.


Cattedrale di Palermo

map Google map

ROYAL TOMBS, TREASURES & ROOFTOP WALK

A sensual feast of geometric patterns, ziggurat crenellations, majolica cupolas and blind arches, Palermo’s cathedral is a larger-than-life example of Sicily’s unique Arab-Norman architectural style. Above its magnificent triple-arched entrance, admire the beautiful painted intarsia decoration depicting the tree of life in a complex Islamic-style geometric composition of 12 roundels featuring fruit, humans and all kinds of animals. It’s thought to date back to 1296.

The cathedral’s interior, while impressive in scale, is essentially a marble shell whose most interesting features are the royal Norman tombs (to the left as you enter, containing the remains of two of Sicily’s greatest rulers, Roger II and Frederick II of Hohenstaufen) and the treasury (see Constance of Aragon’s gem-encrusted 13th-century crown, made by local craftspeople in fine gold filigree, and silver reliquaries safeguarding a tooth and ashes of Santa Rosalia). Save the best for last: the cinematic spiral up 110 steep stone steps to the cathedral’s roof terraces, with panoramic city views.

On the cathedral’s southern porch, look for a column inscribed with a passage from the Koran. This detail is all that remains of the 9th-century mosque on which construction of the cathedral began in 1184. Over time the building has been much altered, sometimes with great success (as in Antonio Gambara’s 15th-century three-arched portico that took 200 years to complete and became a masterpiece of Catalan Gothic architecture), and sometimes with less fortunate results (Ferdinando Fuga’s clumsy dome, added between 1781 and 1801).


Fatimid Art

In the Cappella Palatina’s trio of naves, don’t forget to look up. A lively menagerie of camels, lions, griffins, scribes, musicians, wrestlers, nude belly dancers and various other profane court entertainers of the day practically pop off the vaulted ceilings. Carved in wood and painted by Muslim artists, the ceiling is a rare example of 12th-century Fatimid art in the Mediterranean basin and unique for a Christian church. Inscriptions in Kufic script surround the blaze of Islamic star-shaped polygons, while between the ceiling and walls, ornately wood-carved muqarnas drip down like honeycomb.




For Archaeology Explorers

The ancient powerful city of Selinunte ranks among Sicily’s most captivating archaeological sites. Pair it with Greek ruins at Segesta to make a thrilling road trip. Visit in March and April when surrounding fields blaze yellow with wild fennel.



Museo Archeologico Regionale Antonio Salinas
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ANCIENT TREASURES IN A CLOISTER GARDEN RETREAT

Bookworms rejoice: the cloister garden at this Renaissance monastery-turned-Sicily’s oldest public museum is heaven on earth. Plant yourself on an old stone bench beneath banana trees and contemplate the courtyard collection of Phoenician sarcophagi from the 5th century BCE (or simply read your book in meditative silence).

All three courtyards at Palermo’s archaeological museum are stunning: water turtles frolic in a fountain in the first; and ancient and modern worlds collide in the centrepiece glass-ceilinged courtyard displaying a life-size reconstruction of a pediment from Temple C at Selinunte. Allow ample time for the original decorative friezes from Selinunte – the detail, such as Actaeon being torn apart by dogs as punishment for seeing Artemis naked, is utterly thrilling.

WHERE TO DINE EXCEEDINGLY WELL

Le Cattive Sophisticated dining by Sicily’s Tasca d’Almerita winery, with sea-facing tables on the Mura delle Cattive. €€€

Osteria Ballarò It’s strictly Sicilian produce all the way at this stylish, Slow Food–approved osteria (tavern) in former palazzo stables. €–€€

Ciccio … in pentola Creative fish and seafood dishes paired with excellent service make this elegant ristorante a local foodie favourite. €€

Chiesa e Monastero di Santa Caterina d’Alessandria
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BAROQUE ART & BIRD’S EYE VIEWS

A 360-degree old-city panorama jostles for the limelight with baroque masterpieces at this early-14th-century hospice turned convent. Its rooftop terraces alone demand unlimited swooning.

Allow two hours to explore the elaborate, richly decorated interiors. The single-nave church, built between 1580 and 1596, tips its hat to the Italian Renaissance with its frescoed dome depicting the Triumph of the Holy Dominicans (1751) by Vito D’Anna and intricate filigree ornamentation in gold leaf and marble inlays. On the sumptuous main altar, a tabernacle encrusted in amethyst and lapis lazuli gemstones dazzles. Prolific baroque artist Filippo Randazzo executed the vault fresco depicting the Triumph of St Catherine (1744), and notable 17th-century paintings by Vincenzo Marchese and Giacomo Lo Verdo – students of baroque master Pietro Novelli – adorn the side chapels.

End your visit with a sinfully good minni di vergine (‘virgin’s breasts’, a white cake with a candied cherry on top) from Santa Catarina’s 1st-floor pasticceria I Segreti del Chiostro map Google map (‘The Cloister’s Secrets’). Devour it in peace in the monastery’s majolica cloister, ringed with perfumed orange trees and balconied cells overlooking an 18th-century fountain by late-baroque Palermo sculptor Ignazio Marabitti (1719–97).


Crafty eco-shopping

Away from her own boutique at Via Vittorio Emanuele 314, artisan jeweller and environmentalist Nanà Aristova recommends her favourite spots to shop for handmade crafts and eco-conscious creations.

Ideestortepaper

This resembles a bottega (workshop), but it’s actually a publishing house specialising in hand drawings in watercolour pastels. Find notebooks and postcards featuring sea and botanical motifs.

La Profumoteca

This family-owned business handcrafts refillable and recyclable fragrances, using only traditional manufacturing techniques.

Sicilia Inspired

This space hosts artists representing Sicily. There are drawings done in Etna lava pigments, luminous sculptures sculpted from agave plants and perfumes evoking stories of the Sicilian spirit.



WHERE TO STAY IN PALERMO

B&B Dimora Sinibaldi Enjoy lavish, homemade breakfasts and 360-degree city views from rooftop terraces at this palazzo B&B in La Kalsa. €€

Stanze al Genio Overnight among majolica tiles in the extraordinary, 16th-century palazzo house-museum of art collector Pio Mellina. €€

B&B Hotels – Hotel Palermo Quattro Canti Unmatched central location and rooftop restaurant-bar render this hotel excellent value. €–€€

Gagini

FINE DINING IN A RENAISSANCE ART STUDIO

Palermo sumac, Nubia garlic, Mediterranean crab and lobster, yellow Monreale plums, Ispica sesame and pungent cucina (caper flowers) from the Aeolian island of Salina: experience gourmet heaven with local foodies at the contemporary kitchen of Italian-Brazilian chef Mauricio Zillo – Palermo’s only Michelin-starred address. Reserve well in advance to bag a table in the 16th-century mansion – the Renaissance workshop of Palermitan sculptor Antonello Gagini (1478–1536), it’s a contemporary gallery for local artists whose canvases hang on exposed gold-stone walls. Skip lunch to max out on the eight-course tasting menu.

Grattatella Carts

THE OLD-FASHIONED ART OF KEEPING COOL

Track down a roving pushcart selling grattatella – ice scratchings, hand-scraped from a hefty block of ice wrapped in a cloth and served in a plastic beaker with fresh fruit syrup. Lemon is classic, but Grattatella da Tonino map Google map serves mint, tropical rose, orgeat, cola and a rainbow of other modern flavours from the brightly painted cart often parked around the intersection of Via Maqueda and Via Vittorio Emanuele on Quattro Canti.

Piero Caccamo works the cart of his late father-in-law Vincenzo Tirenna, a Palermo legend nicknamed ‘il re della grattatella’ (‘the king of grattatella’), who crafted the city’s iconic summertime thirst-quencher for 40-odd years from his Grattatella all’antica no Zu’ Vicè map Google map cart in front of Teatro Massimo. Look for Piero juicing fresh pomegranates and scratching ice to order opposite Via Porta Carini 20 in Il Capo.


Best Hidden Gardens

Giardino Bistro Al Fresco

Drinks and zero-kilometre cuisine by reformed juveniles, in a plumeria flower garden.

Chiesa di San Giovanni degli Eremiti

Escape to a stone bench beneath a pomegranate tree at this soulful, ruined, 12th-century church.

Giardino Garibaldi

Grab panelle to go from celebrated sandwich shop Francu U Vastiddaru and scoff under the aerial roots of Palermo’s oldest fig tree.

Orto Botanico

Solace for weary urban souls, these prestigious botanical gardens tell the story of Palermo’s diverse landscape.




More Street Feasts

Follow your nose (literally) to Vucciria’s market-busy Piazza Caracciolo where weather-beaten mèusari Rocky Basile doles out some of Palermo’s best pani câ mèusa (spleen-and-lung buns) from his mobile pushcart. In Catania, La Pescheria map Google map is another unforgettable spot for foodies to street feast.




Getting Around

Getting to town from Palermo’s Aeroporto Falcone Borsellino, 35km northwest of downtown, is swift and efficient. Whether you opt for the train or the bus, count on about 50 minutes to Palermo Centrale train station and adjoining Via Tommaso Fazello bus station.

Hands down, the best way to explore central Palermo is on foot. Wear sturdy, comfortable shoes or sandals – flimsy flip-flops don’t fly – to combat uneven pavements, dusty streets and slippery stone paving.

Or use apps to find free-floating wheels: try Ridemovi for regular and electric bikes; Tier, BiT, Link, Helbiz or Bird for e-scooters. There’s almost always a line-up of scooters and bikes – alongside three-wheel Piaggio Ape city taxis – on Piazza Giuseppe Verdi, Piazza del Parlamento and other major squares.




Beyond Palermo
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Palermo’s location assures restful green landscapes, sandy beaches and serene islands – all only a short bus trip, electric scoot or boat ride away.



From patron saints who sought peace and solitude on Monte Pellegrino to Sicilian kings and nobles who landscaped hunting grounds rich with partridges and pheasants, the need to flee the noise, dirt and crowds of old Palermo is an intrinsic element of the city fabric. Urban Palermo’s natural charisma is indisputable, but when the need for respite kicks in, the city delivers with soul-soothing side trips.

A Sicilian proverb says that whoever visits Palermo without visiting Monreale arrives a donkey and leaves an ass. The reason: this hillside village claims one of Europe’s greatest examples of Norman architecture, World Heritage–listed Cattedrale di Monreale. Shimmering gold mosaics coupled with commanding views over Palermo and the Tyrrhenian Sea make a half-day here non-negotiable.

[image: jpg]

Cattedrale di Monreale | Roman Babakin/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Tours whisk day-trippers off to Mondello and Monreale (hotels have details), but it’s cheaper and easy to DIY with public transport or hop-on hop-off City Sightseeing (city-sightseeing.it/en/palermo).




Cattedrale di Monreale

SICILY’S TEMPLE OF GOLD

Travel back in time to the architectural pomp of the Italian Middle Ages in a hilltop village. Walking up from the bus stop at the foot of Monreale (take AMAT line 389 from Palermo’s Piazza Indipendenza), it’s hard to believe that such a humble spot could have ensnared Sicily’s finest example of Norman architecture, built by William II to upstage his grandfather Roger II’s efforts in Cefalù and Palermo.

In the cathedral’s golden mosaic interior, scout out Noah’s ark perched atop the waves, Rebecca watering camels, Christ healing a leper infected with leopard-sized spots, the murder of Abel, and Adam and Eve. Medieval mosaicists hailed from Sicily and Venice, but the stylised influence of the Byzantines pervades their work, completed in 1184. To know what you’re searching for, buy the €1 brochure mapping out all 42 biblical scenes in the cathedral bookshop. In the romantic cloister, look for William II offering the cathedral to the Madonna. End with the cathedral terrace with celestial aerial views of the cloister garden, the cathedral’s majolica rooftops and the city of Palermo lounging on the horizon by the sea.
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Statue of William II, Cattedrale di Monreale | RODKARV/Shutterstock ©


Rediscovering Bagheria
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Suzanne Edwards, co-author of Sicily: A Literary Guide for Travellers.



Long in decline, Bagheria has undergone something of a rebirth. The town was a summer retreat for Palermitan aristocracy and several of their palazzi can be visited. The most fascinating is Villa Palagonia (1715). The circular building is beautiful in itself, but the garden wall displays the most surprising aspect: fantastical statuary, from periwigged aristocrats to horse-headed gargoyles and hunch-backed gnomes. Rumours circulated about the owner’s motivation, the most colourful of which suggested that the statues were satirising his wife’s many lovers. Locals refused to look at them – especially pregnant women – believing they were cursed.



WHERE TO GET GREAT GELATO

Gelateria della Piazzetta Crunchy almond, liquorice and cinnamon are standout flavours at this Monreale hang-out, with tables on a teeny piazza.

Caffè Traina Hike up the steps from Ustica’s port to the village to uncover the islander favourite for gelato since 1931.

Latte Pa Does it get any better than brioche oozing mulberry, pistachio or watermelon gelato on Mondello’s beachfront?


Mondello Beach Life

PALERMO’S SUMMER PLAYGROUND

On summer weekends, don your shades and hop aboard AMAT bus 806 on Palermo’s Piazza Sturzo or charter a motorboat from La Cala to decamp to the city’s favourite beach resort. A one-time muddy, malaria-ridden port, golden-sand Mondello has been fashionable since the 19th century when aristocrats built opulent summer villas here. Gorge on old-school glamour on the Liberty-style pier and bathing establishment from 1913, now top-notch restaurant Alle Terrazze with on-trend crudo (raw seafood) bar and unmatched sunset sea views.


Join the Party

Only the sons of local fishers can take part in Ntinna a mari, the grand finale of Cefalù’s annual festival on 6 August celebrating its patron saint. The ancestral tradition sees 17 men in swim shorts attempt to walk across a 16m-long pole balanced above the water at il Molo to retrieve a flag of San Salvatore. The narrow pole is greased with fat, assuring hilarity all round.

Traditionally, this four-day fest – ending with midnight fireworks on the beach – is the time to devour Cefalù’s signature dish, pasta ‘a taianu. Derived from the Arabic taoio, the word for a terracotta dish, it layers two types of shredded meat (beef, lamb or pork meat) with aubergine, tomato sauce and pecorino cheese in a terracotta dish.



Sacred Allure in Cefalù

CATHEDRAL MOSAICS, GELATO & APERITIVO

You only have to follow the crowd streaming along Cefalù’s pedestrian, shop-lined Corso Ruggero to Piazza Duomo to feel its sacred allure. Go with the flow – and be prepared to stop dead in your tracks at first sight of Cefalù’s soaring golden-hued fortress of an Arab-Norman Duomo.

Entering on Via Passafiume, climb the spiral staircase at the back of the nave to scale one of the cathedral’s twin towers. Bird’s-eye views of Cefalù’s enchanting old town tease as you climb, and the rooftop panorama of town, mountains and Tyrrhenian Sea is quite dizzying.

Back down by the altar, show your ticket to access the privileged viewing point of the cathedral’s celebrated mosaics in the central apse. A towering figure of Cristo Pantocratore (Christ All Powerful) is the shimmering focal point of these elaborate Byzantine mosaics – Sicily’s oldest and best preserved, predating those of Monreale by 20 or 30 years. Take your time to absorb the scene of a compassionate-looking Christ, holding an open Bible bearing a Latin and Greek inscription. Spot the Virgin with Four Archangels dressed as Byzantine officials. Continue to the sacristy, with an altar in front of a window opening onto the sea; the treasury bursting with 12th- to 19th-century treasures; and a romantic cloister garden with ancient columns supporting graceful Arab-Norman arches.

Back amid the crowds on cafe-clad Piazza Duomo, relax over a morning coffee or aperitivo (pre-dinner drink) spritz at Duomo Gelatieri dal 1952, with terrace tables spilling across the square. Or grab a signature cannolo-flavoured gelato or affogato al caffè (espresso with vanilla gelato) to go.
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Ntinna a mari, Cefalù | Vladimir Korostyshevskiy/shutterstock ©

WHERE TO SCOFF CEFALù’S ‘PASTA IN A PAN’

Tinchité This taverna, with a foliage-shaded terrace, celebrates local produce. Kudos for the backstories on its menu. €€

La Botte For over three decades, this family-run restaurant in the old town has served flavoursome local and Sicilian classics. €€

La Trinacria Sea views and top-notch pasta ‘a taianu justify the 10-minute walk to this clifftop eatery in an old pasta factory. €€


Climb La Rocca

SUNRISE HIKE, RUINS & VIEWS

Looming large over Cefalù, this imposing rocky crag was once the site of an Arab citadel, superseded in 1061 by the Norman castle whose ruins still crown the summit. Climbing its heady heights along Salita Saraceni, an enormous staircase that winds dramatically through Aleppo pines and three tiers of city walls before emerging onto rock-strewn upland slopes, rewards with spectacular coastal views.

Below the windy summit, drone-esque views of the cathedral and old-town red rooftops from the castle’s old crenellated ramparts are equally dramatic. Lower down again, picnic tables beneath trees by the ruined 4th-century-BCE Tempio di Diana (signposted ‘Edificio Megalitico’) provide a peaceful lunch spot. To access La Rocca, follow Vicolo Saraceni uphill from Corso Ruggero, and expect the hike to take around 45 minutes.


Italy’s Tastiest Lentils

Sampling the famous brown lentils cultivated on tiny volcanic Ustica is well worth the 90-minute hydrofoil ride from Palermo’s ferry port. Try them as polpettine di lenticchie (lentil meatballs) in Ustica village at Trattoria Da Umberto. Or head 1.8km west to Agriturismo Hibiscus, an organic lentil farm with self-catering accommodation and a small museum exploring the island’s agricultural and seafaring traditions. Learn how lentil plants are sown with horse-drawn ploughs in December, harvested and dried in June, then crushed and ‘sieved’ by hand to sort the lentil from the ‘straw’ during the traditional Pistata delle lenticchie.



Escape to Capo Cefalù

LOCAL BEACH LIFE & SNORKELLING

Downtown Cefalù’s sweep of action-packed golden sand needs no introduction – crescent-shaped Spiaggia di Cefalù is one of Sicily’s best sand beaches. To flee the crowd, follow locals to Capo Cefalù, a cape with a vintage lighthouse (1900) and clear, turquoise and emerald waters for snorkelling.

From the Duomo, walk downhill along Corso Ruggero then right along Via Porpora until you reach dry limestone walls built by the Greeks in the 4th and 5th centuries BCE. Duck through the postierla – a passage cut in the megalithic walls so dwellers could access a fresh spring flowing out of the cliff – to arrive by the sea. Follow the paved path, steps and bridges along rocks to dip in beautiful shallow pools and snorkel in the sparkling big blue.


Snorkelling in Paradise

Rising out of cobalt-blue waters off Sicily’s northeastern coast, the volcanic Aeolian Islands pepper 1600 sq km in the Tyrrhenian Sea and were clearly created with snorkelling enthusiasts in mind. Nowhere else are gin-clear waters quite so rich in aquatic flora and fauna.




Getting Around

Buy return bus tickets (€2.80) for Monreale before boarding the bus from the ticket kiosk next to the bus stop, on the eastern (Royal Palace) side of Palermo’s Piazza Indipendenza. Watch for pickpockets – ditto for jam-packed buses to/from Mondello. Liberty Lines hydrofoils to Ustica fill last in high season – book return tickets online a day or so in advance (https://booking.libertylines.it).




LIPARI
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Home to some 12,000 islanders year-round – double in summer – lively Lipari is the Aeolians’ largest and most accessible Island. For first-time visitors, stepping off the boat from the Sicilian ‘mainland’ in bijou port Marina Lunga is a relaxing introduction to laid-back island life. If you’re returning from the outer Aeolians, the intrusive din of screeching motorini and shouting street touts pushing boat trips is tantamount to landing in a big city.

Lipari town was settled by the Greeks and destroyed by an earthquake in 365 CE. Its pastel-coloured waterfront and car-free main street today bely its standing as the archipelago’s transport hub. A dozen volcanoes sculpted the island’s windswept highlands, precipitous cliffs and rugged Mediterranean macchia (scrubland); and many islanders still mete out a living selling pumice stones and jewellery embedded with glassy deep-black obsidian extracted from ancient volcanic deposits on the island’s northeastern coast.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Belvedere Quattrocchi

2 Castello di Lipari

3 Osservatorio Geofisico

4 Spiaggia Valle Muria

SIGHTS

5 Cattedrale di San Bartolomeo

6 Museo Archeologico Eoliano

7 Pianoconte




TOP TIP

A grand tour of Lipari takes about an hour by car or scooter. With more time, hike or use buses and private minivans: check bus schedules, including for pebble beaches on the northeast coast (Spiaggia di Canneto is the closest to Lipari town), at the port.



Historic Castello di Lipari

FIVE MILLENNIA OF HISTORY

After ‘red beard’ pirate Barbarossa rampaged through Lipari in 1544, murdering most of the town’s menfolk and enslaving its women, the island’s Spanish overlords sensibly fortified the settlement. It is in their impressive clifftop citadel (1556) that island history comes alive.

Approach it on Via del Concordato, a steep photogenic stairway that climbs up from central Via Garibaldi (opposite No 104) to Cattedrale di San Bartolomeo map. A beautiful example of 17th-century baroque architecture, the Aeolians’ ‘mother church’ replaced the 11th-century Norman cathedral also destroyed by the ruthless Barbarossa. Head next door to 18th-century Palazzo Vescovile (Bishop’s Palace), home to the prehistory section of the top-drawer Museo Archeologico Regionale Eoliano. Unravel Lipari’s intriguing backstory, from early Neolithic settlers to Roman Lipára, through trichrome painted pottery, copper and bronze artefacts, lava-stone votive offerings, marble carvings and finely sculpted tools handcrafted from obsidian.

The archaeological museum romps through six further citadel buildings. Shipwrecked amphorae, the world’s largest collection of miniature Greek theatrical masks and exquisite painted ceramics from the Greek necropolis of Lipari steal the show in the Sezione Classica. A riveting portrait of the Aeolians’ oldest industries – the extraction of sulphur on Vulcano and of alum, pumice and obsidian on Lipari – and its volcanoes unfolds in the Sezione Vulcanologica. Break between sections in the tree-shaded archaeology garden, littered with remounted sarcophagi from the 4th and 5th centuries BCE. Catching a summer performance with sea views at the open-air amphitheatre here is a treat.


The Lipari Painter

In the ancient Greek empire, prized pottery came from Lipari. Vases containing jewellery, cosmetics and other goods to be placed in sarcophagi with the deceased were formed in terracotta and painted with intricate patterns. By the 4th century BCE ceramists were illustrating sophisticated stories of the deceased (always female) preparing for the marriage of their soul to a divinity. One such master was the Lipari Painter who, between 300 and 260 BCE, painted elaborate compositions on ceramics in rich earthy colours. His signature was an egg-shaped motif, from which laurel branches burst forth.



Swim at Spiaggia Valle Muria

A DAY AT THE BEACH

Cradled by cliffs and sun-spangled emerald waters, this pebbly beach on Lipari’s southwestern shore is a dramatically beautiful swimming and sunbathing spot. The journey is also memorable. The signposted turn-off, 3km west of Lipari town, is easily reached by car or scooter, but it’s far more fun to bus it there and sail back. From the road, the final leg down to the beach is a steep, 25-minute downhill romp through a rugged landscape of long grass, wildflowers and cacti. Return by sea with local boat captain Barni – find him at the beach kiosk – or another boat taxi; there are always several on the quays at Lipari’s Marina Corta (book ahead). Navigating the faraglione (rock towers) of the island’s western shore at sunset, with Vulcano’s crater smoking on the horizon, is unforgettable.

WHERE TO EAT IN LIPARI TOWN

Kasbah Trendy candle lit garden with wood-fired pizzas, creative pasta and local swordfish (fresh from May to September). €€

Osteria Liparota Tuck into burrata with island figs and anchovies or seared tuna at this jovial osteria with tables in one long line on the street. €€

Gilberto e Vera Well-stuffed panini named after customers embrace every taste and mood at this decades-old, family-run icon. €

The Osservatorio & Quattrocchi Viewpoints

ISLAND PANORAMAS AT SUNSET

Near Lipari’s southwesternmost tip, observation platform Osservatorio Geofisico map commands unparalleled views south to Vulcano and Mt Etna, and west into a dizzyingly steep ravine backed by Alicudi and Filicudi at sunset. Park at the end of the road and follow the dirt path onto the headland. On the road to Pianoconte, celebrated viewpoint Belvedere Quattrocchi map (Four Eyes) cooks up giddying views of cliffs plunging into the sea, while smoke plumes rise from the dark heights of neighbouring Vulcano in the distance. Sunset at either is celestial.
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Hiking, Lipari | Frank Lambert/shutterstock ©


Wander Aeolian Pathways

Centuries-old mule tracks and steep footpaths stray across the island’s rugged interior. Where only farmers once trod to reach isolated vineyards, terraced olive groves and caper fields, hikers now explore. Signage can be erratic; it’s best to walk with a naturalist guide or conservation biologist from Nesos (nesos.org). The local environmental organisation sells the excellent hiking guide 15 Best Walks in the Aeolian Islands (€7) at its Lipari office at Corso Vittorio Emanuele 24 and arranges guided birdwatching and botanical walks, archaeology treks and mountain-bike tours (minimum five people, €20 per person, reserve in advance).




Getting Around

Many hotels outside of Lipari town include transfer from the port in their rates; if they don’t, they can arrange a minivan pick-up. Beach restaurants and bars can give you the name and mobile telephone number of taxi boats they work with; otherwise find taxi boats at Marina Corta and Molo di Canneto. Book ahead by phone.

March to October, kiosks at Marina Lunga and numerous agencies in town sell tickets for organised day trips to other Aeolian islands. It’s also easy to DIY: buy tickets at least a couple of days ahead in high season, either online or at the Liberty Lines ticket office at Marina Lunga.

Download the smartphone app to buy tickets for local Urso buses (ursobus.it).




Beyond Lipari
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Island-hopping around the Aeolians is a treat for seafaring adventurers sailing off into the Tyrrhenian Sea.


While the island of Lipari has a generous share of crystalline waters and beautifully remote beaches, most visitors can’t resist a boat trip to another Aeolian island. Salina (20 minutes north by hydrofoil) and Vulcano (10 minutes south) are each close enough to fit into separate half-day jaunts from Lipari – although both warrant far longer. To really appreciate the raw beauty, languid pace and harsh reality of island life on bijou Alicudi and volcanic Stromboli – roughly two hours west and northeast respectively – stay a couple of days; Alicudi and Salina make a practical pairing.

Wherever you choose to sail to, set your compass for spectacular vistas and whitewashed villages, dazzling black-sand beaches, naturally sustainable marine cuisine (don’t miss spaghetti alla stromboliana with wild fennel, mint, anchovies, cherry tomatoes and breadcrumbs on Stromboli) and a privileged sprinkling of off-beat adventure.
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Harbour, Santa Marina Salina | Alfiya Safuanova/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Book scooters, rental cars and taxis before arrival. Few outlets stock bikes; the few roads are steep and perilously narrow. On Stromboli, book guided volcano treks to 400m (any higher is off-limits) well before arrival.




Scoot Around Vulcano

TWO-WHEEL ROAD TRIP

Stepping off the hydrofoil at the port, the overpowering bad-egg reek instantly makes you question the wisdom of a day trip to the volcanically active island of Vulcano. Rest assured, away from the hydrofoil dock the vile pong of sulphurous fumes emanating from the island’s dramatically smoking crater dissipates.

Head south along the waterfront, past kiosks selling boat tours to iridescent sea cave Grotta del Cavallo and natural swimming pool Piscina di Venere. Turn right along Via Provinciale to rent wheels at Luigi Rent (nolosprintdaluigi.com). The island is only 20.9 sq km but surprisingly hilly, so you’re probably best with a classic Italian, Hepburn-style scooter or e-bike (Luigi’s open-sided Mini Mokes are hot too). If you’ve forgotten your snorkel, hiking boots or want to dump your rucksack for the day, this is the place.

Hit the main road south, cruising sinuously uphill for 7km to Capo Grillo. The island panorama from this breathtaking viewpoint – of Lipari and Salina, with Panarea, Stromboli and Filicudi floating in the distance – is unmatched. Continue south to the minuscule fishing port of Gelso. Lunch on the morning’s catch at family-run Trattoria da Pina, and enjoy a siesta and afternoon swim on black-sand Spiaggia Cannitello. Returning north to Porto di Ponente, taste island wine with passionate winemaker and artist Giuseppe Livio at Soffio sulle Isole. A sunset aperitivo at this beautiful vineyard estate, glass of volcanic red or sweet Malvasia in hand, is out of this world.
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Boat tour, Grotta del Cavallo | Pascal Boegli/Alamy Stock PhotoT ©


Aeolian Eco-paddles

Explore Aeolian coastlines, caves and beaches from a different perspective – afloat a sea kayak or stand-up paddleboard, during the day, at sunset or by night. From his home base on Vulcano, passionate kayaker, guide and eco-warrior Eugenio Viviani at Sicily in Kayak leads half-day, day and multi-day expeditions around the different islands. Sea adventurers eager to dip, duck and dive can combine paddling with swimming, snorkelling and coasteering (rock scrambling, climbing and diving) on a sit-on-top kayak trip. If you’re an eco-paddler, sign up for one of Eugenio’s beach cleanups by kayak – he organises four full weekends a year dedicated to cleaning up beaches in Vulcano and Lipari.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT ON VULCANO

Hotel Faraglione Location alone renders this two-star, port-side hotel exceptional value. €

Malvasia Try the finest pane cunzato – plate-sized bread soaked in olive oil and piled with toppings – in the Aeolian archipelago. €

Trattoria da Pina Two local men do the fishing and their families do the cooking at this seaside trattoria in Gelso. €€

Taste Produce in Salina

SALINA CAPERS & HONEY-SWEET WINE

Salina’s good fortune is its freshwater springs. It is the only Aeolian island with significant natural sources and residents on this green, twin-peaked island have put them to good use: they produce their own style of wine, Malvasia, and – as proud salinari will tell you – the archipelago’s finest capers (caper rivalry between islands is fierce).

From port town Santa Marina Salina, bus it to the seaside hamlet of Lingua, 3km south. Handwritten signs outside islanders’ homes advertise home-grown capers, caperoni (caper berries), curcuma and oregano for sale. Next to the bus stop, look for the trailhead to the Aeolians’ highest point Monte Fossa delle Felci (962m; 2½ hrs). On lower slopes the trail passes the pea-green vineyards of Azienda Agricola Carlo Hauner. Call ahead to arrange a winery tour and guided tasting of its classic reds, whites and signature Malvasia delle Lipari Passito DOC with Carlo, Andrea or another family member. Grandfather and painter Carlo Hauner nurtured the first vines in the late 1960s and also painted the original wine-bottle labels – miniature works of art evoking traditional island architecture, the startling greens of Salina’s verdant vegetation, sea blues, sunsets. Estate-grown capers and other delicious nibbles accompany tastings – forget dinner afterwards (catch sunset in Pollara instead).


Nectar of the Gods

It is thought that the Greeks brought Malvasia grapes – a name derived from the Greek city Monemvasìa – to Salina in 588 BCE, and the wine is still produced using traditional techniques. Malvasia and Corinto Nero (black Corinthian) grapes are harvested in mid-September and dried in the sun on cannizzi (woven reed mats) for 15 to 20 days. This drying process is crucial: the grapes must dry out enough to concentrate the sweet flavour but not too much, which would caramelise them. The result is a sweet, dark-golden or light-amber wine that tastes, some say, of honey – ‘nectar of the gods’ for the Greeks. The sweet dessert wine is usually drunk in very small glasses and pairs well with cheese, sweet biscuits and almond pastries.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT ON SALINA

Hotel Signum Michelin-starred eco-dining and sensational thermal spa make this Malfa retreat the island’s top boutique address. €€€

Agriturismo Al Cappero Simple rooms on a caper farm in Pollara, with terrace serving Sicilian homecooking and sensational sunset views. €

Nni Lausta Grape must and Malvasia wines feature on the veggie-rich menu at Santa Maria Salina’s most creative contemporary table. €€

Granita Legends

STAY COOL ISLAND-STYLE

If you’re on Salina with kids, it’s not only the shallow pools formed by the concrete breakwaters on Lingua’s Spiaggia Biscotti that will ensure you love this family-friendly island. Across the street from its pebble beach is the lavender-blue terrace of Da Alfredo, famed across Sicily for its granite. Flavours handcrafted from fruits of the land include pistachio, watermelon, lemon, fig and mulberry. Go local with glass beakers of blackberry granite and a basket of brioche – rip off chunks of the sweet bread and dunk in the crushed ice.


The sublime ricotta granita with candied capers and toasted capers at Pa.Pe.Ro is reason enough to visit bijou fishing hamlet Rinella, on Salina’s southern coast.

Alicudi

ISLAND OF STEPS

Magical and mesmerising, the Aeolians’ second-smallest island feels like a mischievous afterthought on the map. As isolated a place as you’ll find in the entire Mediterranean basin, the 5.2 sq km island has no roads – just a relentless succession of time-wizened, volcanic-stone steps staggering mercilessly up to Monte Montagnola (675m). This is the kind of place where you have to ask around for rooms or a boat taxi, where you whittle away hours watching fishers unload and clean fish. Old-timer donkeys and mules, boats and wheelbarrows are the only means of transport and lugging stuff around.

Stepping off the hydrofoil at the sleepy port, simply head uphill. Count two hours along the Filo dell’Arpa trail of steps to reach Alicudi’s central peak; Chiesa di San Bartolo marks the hike’s midpoint. At the T-intersection up top where the trail dead-ends at a stone wall, turn left to circle the crater of the extinct volcano or right to continue to dramatic cliffs at Alicudi’s western edge. Near the summit, look for Timpone delle Femmine, huge fissures where women are said to have taken refuge during pirate raids. The sea views are beyond heavenly. Back down at the port, cool off in the crystal-clear sea – either from the pebble beach right by the hydrofoil dock or from rocks immediately south.


Best Creative Encounters on Alicudi

Mouloud Bottega Tessile

Try traditional weaving with Paola Costanzo at her island workshop (mouloudbottegatessile.com). She only uses natural fibres: banana yarn, nettle yarn, bamboo, linen, hemp etc.

Salvatore & Bartolo

Explore the island afloat or enjoy aperitivo al tramonto (early-evening drinks at sea) at sundown with boat captain Salvatore (tel: 327 1780631 or 342 1350725). Bartolo (tel: 340 9828648) has a donkey and lifetime of island tales to share.

Il Club di Lea

Feast on organic island produce in an islander’s home, a whitewashed cottage with sea-blue steps up to the porch and staggering sea view (reservations tel: 338 7598846).

Roberto di Alicudi

Keep your eyes peeled for examples of traditional Sicilian pincisanti or glass painting by this resident artist.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT ON STROMBOLI

Hotel Villagio Stromboli A 1950s icon. Rooms with ceiling fans open onto a sea-facing flower courtyard. Private beach and rooftop terrace. €€

L’Osservatorio Feast on pizza by candlelight against a backdrop of volcanic fireworks at Stromboli’s favourite garden restaurant. €€

L’Angolo del Pesce Sushi burgers, poke bowls, tomato and caper doughnuts in a fairy light-lit garden; party vibe after dark. €

Stromboli

SUNSET HIKES & CRATER FIREWORKS

On the strangely hypnotic and intoxicating island of Stromboli, the force of nature doesn’t get mightier or feel closer than from the night-time slopes of its beloved volcano. Sit on a rock or stand at one of two viewpoints on the lower slopes of the imposing 924m-high volcano to watch spectacular fireworks explode from the hidden crater. The show is more dramatic some nights than others – during active periods, explosions occur every 20 minutes or so and are preceded by a ferocious belly-roar as gases force hot magma into the air. The occasional cascade of red-hot rock crashing down the lava-blackened mountainside into the sea below is breathtakingly spectacular. Linger past nightfall when the volcano’s vivid, fire-orange glow burns brighter.


Two viewpoints facing the Sciara del Fuoco – the blackened laval scar running down Stromboli’s northern flank – are accessible on foot from Stromboli village. You can hike up to the 290m platform alone, but to access the 400m viewpoint, you need a guide. Informative, small-group treks (8km, five hours) led by a volcanologist guide depart from Magmatrek, on Via Vittorio Emanuele near the church, two or three hours before sunset and return around 10pm. Bring a picnic to enjoy at the viewpoint and a torch (flashlight or head torch) for the return hike. Rent walking boots (you’ll need them), head torch, rucksack and other equipment from Totem Trekking.

If you plan to DIY to 290m, check the current trail route with local guides. Stromboli Adventures at Via Roma 17 also provides a visitor information service, with a family-friendly exhibition on one of the world’s most active volcanoes. Volcanic activity is monitored by Florence University’s Laboratory of Experimental Geophysics (LGS) in Stromboli; download its View Stromboli app for daily reports and real time images.
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Stromboli eruption | mmac72/Getty Images ©


Best Shops to Fuel Volcano Hikes

La Bottega del Marano

A queue invariably forms outside this deli, heaving with Italian cheeses, meats and preprepared dishes to takeaway.

La Pagnotta

Buy a cartocciata (pasty) stuffed with tuna, capers and potatoes perhaps or pistachio pesto and mortadella from this main-street bakery. Pizza chunks and focaccia too.

Il Canneto

Load up on sugar at this Via Roma pasticceria: most almond and pistachio pastries pack well in a backpack.




Getting Around

Of the seven Aeolian Islands, Vulcano is closest to mainland Sicily, meaning that Liberty Lines’ hydrofoils are especially frequent: all Lipari-bound boats from Milazzo and Messina stop here first. If sailing to Salina, check which ferry port you want – the island has two. Boats to Stromboli typically stop at Santa Marina Salina (eastern shore); boats from Lipari to Alicudi stop at Rinella (southern shore).

Private boat taxis operated by individual boat captains operate on every island, and are eminently useful for accessing more remote beaches and caves. Call their mobile numbers to reserve. On Stromboli, don’t be alarmed by taxi drivers driving around in their electric golf carts and three-wheeled Apes barefoot – no shoes is the hardcore islander norm.




CATANIA

[image: ]

Given its proximity to Mt Etna, Sicily’s second-biggest city has dealt with devastating volcanic activity on numerous occasions. It was engulfed by boiling lava in 1669, and in 1693 an earthquake hit the region. On Catania’s Porta Ferdinandea city gate, an inscription reads ‘Melior de cinere surgo’ (‘I rise stronger from the ashes’), summing up Catanians’ pride in their rebuilt, Unesco-listed city.

Over the centuries Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, Normans, French, Aragonese and Spaniards have passed through here and the city’s impressive black-and-white palazzi and dizzying domes, towering over grandiose baroque piazzas and vivacious street life, continue to attract a huge mix of admirers today.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Anfiteatro Romano

2 Cattedrale di Sant’Agata

3 Teatro Bellini

SIGHTS

4 Church of San Placido

5 Fontana dell’Amenane

6 Museo Diocesano

7 Parco Archeologico Greco Romano

8 Terme della Rotonda

9 Villa Cerami

EATING

10 I Dolci di Nonna Vincenza

SHOPPING

11 Fera ‘o Luni

12 La Pescheria




TOP TIP

Cool down at a 19th-century chiosco (drinks kiosk) – order a seltz limone e sale (sparkling water, lemon juice and salt) or sweet mandarino verde (with green tangerine syrup). Costa near Piazza Stesicoro and Giammona on Piazza Vittorio Emanuele III are Liberty-era favourites.



Tour the Resurrected City

SOAK UP BAROQUE ARCHITECTURE

Walk looking up so you don’t miss any of Catania’s magnificent, Unesco-listed baroque buildings crafted in black lava and white limestone. Begin on Piazza del Duomo with the city symbol: Fontana dell’Elefante (1736), known as U Liotru in the local dialect, a lava-stone elephant surmounted by an obelisk. The splash-happy waters of 19th-century Fontana dell’Amenano pour into the underground River Amenano, which once ran above ground. The star of the piazza is Cattedrale di Sant’Agata map Google map, dedicated to the city’s patron saint, who is celebrated on 5 February during one of Sicily’s largest festivals. World-famous Catanian composer Vincenzo Bellini rests here. Next door, the concave-convex facade of Chiesa Badia di Sant’Agata is an architectural masterpiece by Giovanni Battista Vaccarini.

Walk along Via Etnea to reach Piazza Università, framed by Palazzo Sangiuliano and Palazzo Università, with a beautiful cobblestone courtyard designed by Vaccarini. Turn left to follow Via Alessi up to Via Crociferi, a triumph of baroque: visit Chiesa di St Giuliano and Arco di St Benedetto, and walk to the opposite end of the street to admire Vaccarini’s Villa Cerami map Google map (today the university’s law faculty). Return to Via Etnea via Via Penninello, and at the Quattro Canti intersection, walk east along Via Sangiuliano to neo-baroque Teatro Bellini map Google map. The theatre was inaugurated in 1890 with the opera Norma, inspiration for pasta alla norma (pasta with basil, eggplant, ricotta and tomato). End with a mooch around nearby Chiesa di St Placido and memorable cannoli at neighbouring I Dolci di Nonna Vincenza map Google map.


Best City Viewpoints

Chiesa Badia di Sant’Agata

Swoon over a 360-degree panorama of the city’s rooftops, domes and a brooding Mt Etna to the north from the church’s terrace.

Ostello degli Elefanti

Enjoy an aperitivo at sunset in the rooftop bar of this popular hostel, in a 17th-century palazzo a stone’s throw from the cathedral.

Chiesa di San Nicolò l’Arena

Spiral up 141 steps to the roof of the church, with striking unfinished facade, in the Benedictine monastery complex on Piazza Dante – the panorama is top-drawer.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN CATANIA

Habitat A 19th-century factory-turned-boutique hotel near Teatro Massimo. €€

Mè Cumpari Turiddu Small producers and Slow Food sensibilities underline sophisticated dishes at this quirky, vintage-styled bistro. €€

Fud Off One of the coolest spots for casual bites with cocktails. €€


Amphitheatres & Baths

ROMAN CATANIA

Catania retains traces of its ancient past. Much of its huge Anfiteatro Romano map Google map was buried by lava centuries ago, but snatches of the ruined Roman amphitheatre are visible below street level on Piazza Stesicoro. On the southern side of Piazza Duomo, the Museo Diocesano map Google map safeguards excavated ruins of 5th-century Terme Achilleane, one of several baths in the Roman city. In the Byzantine era, a frescoed church was built atop the ruins of nearby Terme della Rotonda map Google map.

The most impressive Roman ruins rub shoulders with 18th-century palazzi in the Parco Archeologico Greco Romano map Google map on Via Vittorio Emanuele: what’s left of a 2nd-century Roman theatre and its small rehearsal theatre, the Odeon, are evocatively sited in the thick of a crumbling residential neighbourhood, with vine-covered buildings that appear to have sprouted organically from the sunken stage. Come here at night, after the rain, to admire twinkling city lights reflected in the water-submerged stage.


Where I love to Eat
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Ivan Nicosia, licensed tour guide, shares his dining recommendations for authentic local cuisine in Catania.



Canni e Pisci €€€

Loved by locals and tourists, Canni e Pisci serves excellent fish and meat dishes.

Vuciata €€

Nice atmosphere and delicious food. Try the sarde a beccafico (stuffed sardines), although everything on the menu is good.

Scirocco €

Order a fresh crisp fritture (batter-fried seafood), served in a paper cone, to eat while strolling around.

Piazza Scammacca €€

Four thematic restaurants, a pastry shop, cocktail bar, wine shop and exhibition space for contemporary art.



La Pescheria & Fera ’o Luni

VISIT THE MARKETS

Tables groan under the weight of decapitated swordfish, ruby-pink prawns and trays full of clams, mussels, sea urchins and all manner of mysterious sea life at Catania’s raucous fish market, La Pescheria (A’ Piscaria in local dialect). Visit early morning – it opens at 7am – to grab the best of the action and morning catch. Look for stalls offering tastings and restaurants cooking up fresh fish.

For seasonal fruit, vegetables, spices, clothing, all sorts, continue to Fera ’o Luni, a morning market around since the Middle Ages and filling Piazza Carlo Alberto with the din of hawking vendors since 1832.


Getting Around

Catania Airport is 7km southwest of town, with frequent train and bus (Alibus) connections to the central train station. From the latter, it’s a 20-minute walk or short metro ride (alight at the Piazza Stesicoro stop) to the historic centre – compact, walkable and hilly in places. To zip around swiftly, use the local e-scooter sharing system; download Helbiz, Dott or Lime apps to locate wheels. Think twice before renting a bicycle – road traffic is chaotic and lava-stone pavements can be a bone-rattling challenge.

A hop-on hop-off panoramic bus departing from Piazza del Duomo loops around the main sights in the centre. Take Catania’s one-line metro from the Giovanni XXIII stop (across the street the central train station) to the Cantania Borgo stop, from where you can pick up the Ferrovia Circumetnea train encircling Mt Etna.




Beyond Catania
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A mythical coastline much-loved by Homer and the hissing craters of brooding Mt Etna usher in outdoor adventure in spades.


Beyond Catania spills the Ionian Coast, a stretch of cobalt-blue seaside stitched from ancient myths, pretty fishing villages and enough Sicilian icons to fill a souvenir tea towel. Halfway up a rocky mountainside, sophisticated Taormina is the hot spot to lounge with holidaying celebs, VIPs and day-tripping tourists.

No single experience trumps hiking Mt Etna. Brooding menacingly on Catania’s doorstep, Europe’s tallest active volcano promises walkers surreal moonscapes, unparalleled views of mainland Italy and a deep, rare silence hard to find elsewhere. Its storied lower slopes are a dream for outdoor enthusiasts who mountain bike here in summer, ski and snowshoe in winter, and play out the shoulder seasons in a bewitching underworld of lava-carved caves and clandestine ice-blue glaciers.
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Greek theatre, Taormina | K. Roy Zerloch/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Walking on Mt Etna is best in April, May, September and October. Even if it’s hot at lower altitudes, it’s windy (and sometimes freezing) up top. Bring walking shoes, wind jacket, warm headgear, gloves and sunglasses. Rifugio Sapienza rents kit.




Hiking Mt Etna’s Lower Slopes

WILD LAVA TRAILS ON AN ACTIVE VOLCANO

Explore Etna’s lower slopes on foot. While many dramatic hiking trails can be tackled independently, it is forbidden to trek above 2450m without a professional guide; recommended trekking companies include Guide Vulcanologiche Etna Nord and Etna Exclusive Guide. From the Rifugio Sapienza car park on the southern slope – the closest to Catania, an hour by car or two by bus – it’s a five-minute walk to the lower crater of inactive Crateri Silvestri, dating to an eruption in 1892, and 20 minutes to the upper crater along an easy, signposted footpath.

With more time and energy on your hands, pick up the two-hour Schiena dell’Asino trail (5.5km) not far from the car park. Easy but uphill, it edges along the Valle del Bove where lava flows collect. Birds of prey circling in the sky above and great views of Catania and the Ionian Sea keep you company along the way.

On Etna’s eastern slope in the fertile Val Calanna, the 704 path (two hours, 4km) tangoes between woods and lava (dating from eruptions between 1991 and 1993 that completely swamped the valley) to the top of Mt Calanna. Find the trailhead in Piano dell’Acqua in Zafferana Etnea. This town is the place to taste local honey and Sicilian pizza, aka fried calzone filled with tuma (cheese) and anchovies.
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Crateri Silvestri, Mt Etna | trabantos/Getty Images ©


Parco dell’Etna

Dominating eastern Sicily, Mt Etna (3326m) is Italy’s highest mountain south of the Alps and Europe’s largest active volcano. It’s in a constant state of activity and eruptions occur frequently, most spectacularly from the four summit craters, but more often from the fissures and old craters on the mountain’s flanks. This activity, closely monitored by 120 seismic activity stations and satellites, means Mt Etna is occasionally closed to visitors.

Since 1987 the volcano has been protected by the national park, Parco dell’Etna (parcoetna.ct.it). Embracing 581 sq km and 21-odd villages and towns, its natural landscapes range from snowcapped mountaintop to lunar deserts of barren black lava, beech woods and lush vineyards.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT ON ETNA

Rifugio Sapienza Right next to the lower cable-car station. Stay overnight, eat, rent a bike, book a tour. €

Rifugio Ragabo Family-run mountain eatery in a beautiful pine forest near Piano Provenzana; the handmade maccheroni is sublime. €

Osteria del Siciliano Excellent Sicilian cuisine in Nicolosi. Abundant portions. Try the pistachio ravioli. €€

Summiting Mt Etna

CLIMB TO 3000M WITH A GUIDE

Park in Piano Provenzana (1800m), a small ski station and gateway to Etna’s quieter northern slopes. From here, join a 90-minute 4WD guided tour with Etna Freedom (etnafreedom.it) up to the Observatorio Volcanologico (Volcanic Observatory) looking out across the Valle del Leone at 2900m. Volcanologist guides point out lava flows and extinct craters en route up the mountain and take you on a short half-hour walk around the observatory to unravel the extraordinary view before driving back down.

Summit seekers can book an add-on guided hike from the observatory up to 3300m; count four to five hours walking. Buy tickets for both tours in advance online or at Etna Freedom’s ticket office in the Piano Provenzana car park.

To summit Etna from the south, ride the Funivia dell’Etna cable car from Rifugio Sapienza up to Montagnola (2500m). Clamber aboard a 4WD jeep operated by Star (buy tickets in situ) and continue to Torre del Filosofo (2920m). From here, you can continue on foot with a guide hired at a small wooden hut by Torre del Filosofo.

For an unforgettable experience, catch the last cable car up to 2500m, revel in the glorious sunset, and walk back down by moonlight. You can’t get lost: cable-car pylons guide you.


Volcanic Wine tasting

Mt Etna’s rich volcanic soils produce some of Italy’s finest wines –Etna DOC is among 23 Sicilian wines with the Denominazione di Origine Controllata denomination. With a car and a little planning, the mountain sets a stunning scene for hunting out the perfect vintage. Dozens of wineries offer degustazione (wine tasting), but most require booking.

Some, such as Donnafugata Randazzo, offer vineyards, walks with Mt Etna views and cellar tours. Others, such as Cantine Palmento Costanzo, are testimony to the Herculean determination of Etna winemakers who cultivate vines on steep dry-stone terraces staggering up a 19th-century lava flow. At Tenuta di Fessina, an abandoned village-turned-winery, you can stay the night.



WHERE TO EAT IN TAORMINA

Osteria RossoDiVino On a romantic and intimate staircase, serving excellent fish cuisine with a good wine list. €€

Bam Bar Best granita in town – no wonder it is constantly busy. Try a fruit-based seasonal flavour. €

Pasticceria D’Amore Do not leave without tasting the freshly filled cannoli. €

Subterranean Etna

EXPLORING LAVA TUNNELS & CAVES

Delve into Etna’s hidden underworld, a labyrinth of tunnels and caves sculpted by lava flows and used as burial places, shelters and storage spaces for snow and ice in ancient times. Grotta del Lamponi (Raspberry Cave) extends for 700m and Grotta del Gelo (Ice Cave), carved by a 17th-century eruption, is considered Europe’s most southern glacier. Uncover both on a challenging day hike (20km, eight hours) through pine forest and lava flows from Piano Provenzana. Trekking company Gruppo Guide Alpine Etna Nord arranges guided hikes to both.


A Date with Fashionable Taormina

THE PEARL OF THE IONIAN SEA

Since the Grand Tour era when 18th-century aristocrats lapped up a dashing dose of Sicilian dolce vita here on their extended journey around Europe, celebrity-loved Taormina has been one of Sicily’s hottest tourist destinations. From Porta Messina, join shoppers on boutique-lined Corso Umberto I. Admire 10th-century Palazzo Corvaja and stroll southwest for a spectacular view of the bay from Piazza IX Aprile. Facing the square is early-18th-century Chiesa di San Giuseppe. Walk west through 12th-century clock tower Torre dell’Orologio onto Piazza del Duomo, with its baroque fountain and 13th-century cathedral. From here, lose yourself in the rabbit warren of side streets hiding time-worn palazzi, tiny churches and ceramic-decorated alleys.

When a green oasis of calm beckons, make your way to the stunningly sited public gardens of Villa Comunale. Created by Englishwoman Florence Trevelyan in the late 19th century, this is a wonderful place to escape the crowds, with tropical plants, delicate flowers punctuated by whimsical follies and breathtaking views of the coast and Mt Etna.


Best Beaches Around Taormina

Isola Bella

A beautiful nature reserve with pebble beach, set in a stunning cove with fishing boats and reached on foot via a narrow sandbar.

Lido Mazzarò

North of Isola Bella, one of the best loved beaches of the area.

Giardini Naxos

South of Taormina, 4km-long sweep of pebble and golden-sand beaches.

Lido Spisone

Well-equipped sandy beach, with several open areas and a scattering of stone islets in the sea.

Lido Mazzeo

Wider beach with fine sand about 3km north of Lido Mazzarò.



Showtime at Teatro Greco

TWO SHOWS IN ONE

Sensational Etna views loom from Taormina’s remarkable clifftop Greek theatre. Built in the 3rd century BCE and still in use, this perfect horseshoe-shaped theatre suspended between sea and sky is the world’s most dramatically situated Greek theatre and Sicily’s second largest (after Syracuse). Bag a gold-dust ticket for a summer concert and enjoy the thrilling double act: the performance on the stage and the fire-red flow of erupting Etna beyond.


Getting Around

Hourly buses (interbus.it) link Catania and Taormina in 1¼ to two hours. The two main approaches to Etna are from the north and south. The southern route, signposted as Etna Sud, is via Nicolosi and Rifugio Sapienza, 18km further up the mountain. The northern approach, Etna Nord, is through Piano Provenzana, 16km southwest of Linguaglossa.

Etna is hard to reach by public transport. Daily AST buses only depart from Catania (opposite the train station) to Rifugio Sapienza (two hours) on the southern slope. To reach the other sides of Etna, take a car or organised tour (excursionsetna.it). To enjoy the hissing craters from afar by train, jump on the 114km-long Ferrovia Circumetnea line from Catania Borgo metro station.




SYRACUSE
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More than any other city, Syracuse encapsulates Sicily’s timeless beauty. Ancient Greek ruins rise out of lush citrus orchards, cafe tables spill onto dazzling baroque piazzas, and honey-hued medieval side streets lead down to the sparkling blue sea. It’s difficult to imagine now, but in its heyday this was the largest city in the ancient world, bigger even than Athens and Corinth.

Its ‘once upon a time’ begins in 734 BCE, when Corinthian colonists landed on the island of Ortygia (Ortigia) and founded the settlement, setting up the mainland city four years later. Almost three millennia later, the ruins of that then-new city called Neapolis form one of Sicily’s greatest archaeological sites. Across the water from the mainland, deeply atmospheric Ortygia remains Syracuse’s most beautiful corner, rammed in summer with Instagram romantics seeking beautiful streetscapes and attractive dining, drinking and shopping.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Duomo

2 Parco Archeologico della Neapolis

SIGHTS

3 Antico Mercato di Ortygia

4 Castello Maniace

5 Fontana Aretusa

6 Fontana di Diana

7 Forte San Giovannello

8 Forte Vigliena

9 Galleria Regionale di Palazzo Bellomo




TOP TIP

To escape the tourist crowds, explore the mesmerising maze of La Giudecca, Ortygia’s old Jewish quarter around Via della Maestranza and the Via della Giudecca Jewish ghetto. Accessed by Ponte Umbertino or Ponte Santa Lucia, the area is best explored on foot.



Antico Mercato di Ortygia

map Google map

FOODIE FINDS AT THE MARKET

Ortygia’s open-air market sets up shop by the Tempio di Apollo every morning except Sunday. Weave your way through the kaleidoscope of stalls selling seafood, fruit, veggies, herbs and cheeses, to Fratelli Burgio. Take a pew on the terrace, order a charcuterie board and glass of wine, and enjoy the dress-circle spectacle of vendors shouting and gesticulating to catch shoppers’ attention. Freshly shucked oysters and giant panini prepared in front of you with locally sourced products are the star attraction of legendary Caseificio Borderi. If fish rocks your boat, hit La Lisca for red tuna tartare spiked with friggitelli (sweet chilli pepper).


Best swim spots

Forte Vigliena

map Google map

Right next to the fort, metal stairs lead to rocks below. Space is limited but the water is deep enough for diving. In summer there is an additional wooden platform.

Cala Rossa

For those who prefer a proper beach. This sandy crescent is very small and can get crowded in summer.

Zefiro Solarium

Just below the Fonte Aretusa, this wooden platform sports sun loungers, parasols, music and drinks. Come dusk, it morphs into a sunset lounge bar.



The Ortygia Loop

WALK THE ISLAND’S PERIMETER

Count less than an hour to walk a complete loop of Ortygia, along its handsome perimeter. Start at Forte San Giovannello map Google map, part of the island’s 16th-century fortification system, and drink in perfect views of modern Syracuse on the mainland. Continue along Lungomare di Levante to Forte Vigliena – snap photos of waves crashing against the crenellated fort walls. Visit 13th-century Castello Maniace map Google map on the island’s southern tip, host to July’s electronic-music festival Ortigia Sound System. Don’t miss the castle’s vaulted central hall. Continue your walk along the western shore to Fonte Aretusa, the legendary spot where goddess Artemis transformed Aretusa into a bubbling spring, now a pretty pond of papyrus plants. End on the pedestrian jetty – a magical place to enjoy sunset.

WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN ORTYGIA

Alla Giudecca In a restored 15th-century building, above an ancient Jewish ritual bath. Gorgeous courtyard. €€

Hotel Gutkowski Simple yet chic mix of vintage details and industrial vibes. Book in advance for a sea-view room. €

A Putia delle Cose Buone Lovely atmosphere, great home-style food, generous portions. A nice lunch stop; reservation recommended for dinner. €€

Parco Archeologico della Neapolis

map Google map

ANCIENT GREEK DRAMA ON & OFF STAGE

It’s pretty wild to think you can sit in the very theatre – potentially even the same seat – where ancient Greek playwright Aeschylus watched his tragedies unfold on stage for the first time. Syracuse’s 16,000-capacity Teatro Greco, dating to the 5th century BCE and rebuilt two centuries later, remains one of Sicily’s most prestigious theatres and watching a summertime play here is unforgettable. Mid-May to early July, during the Festival del Teatro Greco, Syracuse’s Istituto Nazionale del Dramma Antico (INDA) – the only school of classical Greek drama outside Athens – stages classical Greek plays (in Italian). Bag tickets in advance online or from the ticket booth outside the theatre.

Pre-performance, time-travel to ancient Greek Syracuse with an evocative amble around the archaeological park. Beside the theatre, the mysterious Latomia del Paradiso is a precipitous limestone quarry from which stone for the ancient city was extracted. Riddled with catacombs and perfumed with citrus and magnolia trees, this is where 7000 survivors of the war between Syracuse and Athens in 413 BCE were imprisoned. The tyrant Dionysius eavesdropped on his prisoners from the entrance of Orecchio di Dionisio, a grotto with perfect acoustics, 23m high and extending 65m back into the cliffside.

Up to 450 oxen could be killed at one time on the 3rd-century BCE Ara di Gerone II, a monolithic sacrificial altar to Hieron II, and gladiatorial combats and horse races provided entertainment at the 2nd-century Anfiteatro Romano. End at the Museo Archeologico Paolo Orsi, a one-stop shop covering Syracuse’s backstory from prehistory to Roman times.


Best Late-Night Drinks

BOATS

Despite the nautical decor, ‘Boats’ stands for ‘Based on a True Story’. A good drinks list, guest bar staff and great vinyl.

Muciula

Good vibes and a great place for aperitivo with a huge platter of street-food nibbles while listening to live music on the Piazzetta San Rocco.

Cortile Verga

Enjoy drinks and chilled music in an 18th-century courtyard at one of Ortygia’s top cocktail bars.
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An Ortygia Walking Tour

TEMPLES, CHURCHES, FOUNTAINS & ALLEYS

Cross Ponte Umbertino and admire the ruins of Sicily’s oldest Doric temple, 1 Tempio di Apollo. Walk south along Corso Matteotti to Giulio Moschetti’s 2 Fontana di Diana map Google map (1906–07) on Piazza Archimede. The fountain’s leading lady is Artemis, goddess of hunting, who transformed her handmaiden Aretusa into a spring to protect her from the bothersome advances of pesky river god Alpheus.

Continue south along Via Roma and turn right onto Piazza Minerva. Observe the Doric columns of the 5th-century BCE temple to Athena on which Syracuse’s 7th-century cathedral was built. Before entering the 3 Duomo, contemplate Syracuse’s showpiece square and its sweep of baroque, pale golden-stone palazzi that appear to be built from light. Spot the signature stone lizard of Spanish architect Juan Vermexio on the left corner of the cornice at 4 Palazzo Municipale (1629). Opposite, 17th-century 5 Palazzo Arcivescovile hosts the Biblioteca Alagoniana with rare 13th-century manuscripts. In 6 Chiesa di Santa Lucia alla Badia, uncover a nuns’ parlour with beautiful blue majolica floor. Before leaving Piazza del Duomo, sit and watch the world go by – children playing, musicians busking – over pistachio granita from Bar Condorelli at No 16 on the square.

Or walk five minutes south to 13th-century Catalan-Gothic palazzo 7 Galleria Regionale di Palazzo Bellomo map Google map, stopping at Cannoli Del Re en route for typical Sicilian cannoli in a cone instead of the traditional shell. Among the gallery’s collection of early-Byzantine to 19th-century art, Annunciation (1474) by Sicily’s greatest 15th-century artist, Antonello da Messina, is a highlight.


Best Places for a Sweet Treat

I Cannoli del Re

The cannoli here are not served in the traditional shell but in a cone so you can eat it as you walk around. You also choose the filling.

Bar Condorelli

Right on Piazza Duomo. Sit and watch the world go by: children play and musicians busk while you savour a granita (flavoured crushed ice drink).

Pasticceria Artale

It’s not fancy but the delicious pastries are to die for. Fill your eyes at the counter, then fill your belly.



WHERE TO EAT GELATO IN ORTYGIA

Voglia Matta Best ice cream in town. Try the brioche with gelato inside instead of a classic ice-cream cone.

Crema & Cioccolato Welcoming staff and outdoor tables. Highly recommended flavours: nocciola (hazelnuts) and pistachio.

Il Cucchiaino The pistachio is absolutely divine. Try it together with ricotta flavour: a heavenly ice cream.


Getting Around

Most of Ortygia is restricted to resident motorists only. Find two paying car parks (Marina and Talete) at the entrance of the island.

Arriving by train is only really convenient from Catania – from elsewhere, take the bus. Count 20 minutes on foot from Syracuse train station to Ortygia, or 10 minutes by electric minibus 1. To reach the Parco Archeologico della Neapolis, take minibus 2 from Molo Sant’Antonio (just west of the bridge to Ortygia). Buy bus tickets on board. Siracuse Tour Bike (siracusatourbike.it) rents bicycles and organises city bike tours.




Beyond Syracuse
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History and nature are deeply intertwined around Syracuse. Lose yourself in the hypnotic web of scenic and storied landscapes they weave.


The area around Syracuse is the cinematic Sicilia of TV series Inspector Montalbano – a swirl of luminous hill towns, sweeping topaz beaches and olive-laden hillsides luring everyone from French artists to Milanese moguls in search of new beginnings. The emerald sea panders to outdoor explorers with dramatic sea caves dotting golden cliffs and rich marine life begging to be viewed through a snorkelling mask (ortigiadiving.com). May to September, boat trips yo-yo along the coast from Syracuse’s port and guided bike tours (siracusatourbike.it) dive into the rocky peninsula inland. For history buffs, a prehistoric necropolis carved into a rocky gorge and exquisite baroque towns promise endless discovery.
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Corso Vittorio Emanuele, Noto | Stepniak/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Don’t miss a glass of fragrant Moscato di Noto or sweet flowery Passito, produced from the grapes grown around Noto. Join a wine-tasting tour or visit wineries independently along the Strado del Val di Noto (stradadelvaldinoto.it).




Into the Valle dell’Anapo

BAROQUE VILLAGES and BRONZE AGE TOMBS

There are three great reasons to visit Sortino, 40-minutes northwest of Syracuse: it’s a delightful baroque village; you can taste authentic native pizzolo (pizza); and the town’s fascitrari (beekeepers) produce excellent honey, hence its ‘city of honey’ nickname. Don’t miss the Chiesa di Santa Sofia, dedicated to the town’s patron saint, and the dazzling baroque gem of Chiesa di Monevergine. Traditional Sicilian puppetry tradition comes alive in the small Museo dell’Opera dei Pupi and beekeeping paraphernalia fills house-museum Casa ro Fascitraru.

Sortino is also the springboard for explorations in the wild, unspoilt Valle dell’Anapo (Anapo Valley). The deep limestone gorge was forged by the Anapo and Calcinara rivers, and is laced with scenic walking trails (paths marked ‘B’ are slightly more challenging). Peering down on it from a huge plateau is the Unesco World Heritage–listed Necropoli di Pantalica. This was Sicily’s most important Iron and Bronze Age necropolis, and more than 5000 tombs of various shapes and sizes honeycomb its limestone cliffs. The site is terribly ancient, dating between the 13th and 8th century BCE, but its origins are largely mysterious. Little survives of the town itself other than the Anaktron or prince’s palace. Hike in the archaeological park independently or with a guide (scopripantalica.it).
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Necropoli di Pantalica | Marco Ossino/shutterstock ©


Pizzolo in Sortino

Typical Syracusa pizzolo (local pizza) originates in Sortino. Scraps of leftover bread dough were traditionally used in family kitchens to make focaccia rounds spiced with thyme, salt and oil. Today pizzolo is topped with an additional layer of dough to resemble a pizza sandwich stuffed with cheese, oregano, pepper and whatever else the pizzarolo chef chooses to add. La Castellina and Le Monache in Sortino both cook up some wild combos. Sweet variations ooze ricotta and honey – sample for dessert at La Pizzoleria.



WHERE TO DINE IN NOTO

Manna In a former prince’s wine cellar, this is Noto’s best restaurant. Expect Sicilian cuisine with contemporary flair. €€€

Dammuso Cosy seafood restaurant. Try the tuna in pistachio crust. €€

Trattoria Giufà Rabbit cooked in red wine and squid meatballs with sultanas and toasted almonds are superb at this beloved trattoria. €€

Baroque at its Peak

NOTO, HONEY-GOLD GARDEN OF STONE

An earthquake in 1693 razed Noto to the ground, but a grander legacy arose from the tragedy. Unesco-listed Noto is an elegant baroque beauty, dubbed ‘garden of stone’ for its flamboyant palazzi, churches, bell towers and balconies strung with sculpted masks and cherubs. At sunset the city really works its magic: limestone buildings glow honey-gold.

Plunge through Porta Reale into Noto’s beautiful historic centre. Walk west along Corso Vittorio Emanuele to 18th-century Chiesa di San Francesco d’Assisi all’Immacolata and Basilica del Santissimo Salvatore, adjoining a Benedictine convent. Spot the ornate original portal of Chiesa di Santa Chiara, made redundant after the street was lowered in the 19th century. The church’s elliptical interior is awash with whimsical stuccowork and stars one of Noto’s finest baroque altars, but it’s the rooftop terrace with soul-soaring view that steals the show.

The peachy dome dominating the skyline is that of Basilica Cattedrale di San Nicolò, a renovated baroque beauty. In front of the cathedral, Palazzo Ducezio is now the town hall, with a Versailles-style Hall of Mirrors. Palazzo Landolina and Palazzo Nicolaci di Villadorata, wrought-iron balconies propped up by grotesque figures, are other fantastical facades flanking architectural jewel box Piazza Municipio. Continue west along Corso Vittorio Emanuele to Chiesa di San Domenico, one of Noto’s finest baroque buildings, designed to a Greek-cross plan by baroque starchitect Rosario Gagliardi who is reputedly buried here. Duck a block north to uncover a bounty of noble, 18th-century palazzi on Via Cavour.


Noto Antica

The Noto you see today dates from the 18th century, but a town called Netum existed here for centuries before. The ruined medieval city, Noto Antica, is a short drive from the city centre. Find it languishing on a plateau overlooking the green river valley of Asinaro awash with almond, olive and citrus groves.
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Baroque Towns

A TWO-DAY ROAD TRIP

A land of remote rocky gorges, sweeping views and silent valleys, Sicily’s southeastern corner is home to the ‘baroque triangle’, an area of Unesco-listed hilltop towns famous for their lavish baroque architecture.

Just over 35km south of Syracuse, 1 Noto has arguably Sicily’s most beautiful street – Corso Vittorio Emanuele. Head south along SP19, pausing at 2 Villa Romana del Tellaro to admire its Roman mosaics. Continue to 3 Ispica, a hilltop town overlooking a huge canyon, Cava d’Ispica, riddled with prehistoric tombs. Follow the SS115 a further 18km to the bustling town of 4 Modica, set in a rocky gorge. With superb accommodation and restaurants, it’s an ideal overnight stop. The best baroque sights are in Modica Alta, the upper town; preserve energy for a passeggiata (late-afternoon stroll) along Corso Umberto I and dinner at Michelin-starred Accursio or the family-run Osteria dei Sapori Perduti.

Next morning, wind up and down rock-littered hilltops to  5 Ragusa. The town is divided in two: Ragusa Ibla is a claustrophobic warren of grey stone houses and elegant palazzi opening onto Piazza Duomo, a superb example of 18th-century town planning. Lunch on food like Mamma makes at La Bettola or Sicilian cuisine with a contemporary twist at Camùri. Or push onto 6 Chiaramonte Gulfi, a tranquil hilltop town some 20km to the north along the SP10. Dubbed the ‘Balcone della Sicilia’ (Sicily’s Balcony) for its breathtaking panorama, it’s famous for its coveted olive oil and blue-ribbon pork. Savour it at Ristorante Majore.

WHERE TO HAVE A DRINK IN NOTO

Anche Gli Angeli Have an aperitivo while you browse books or a late-night drink while listening to live music in this old church. €€

Il Brillo Parlante A family-owned wine bar serving local cheeses and wines. Let Giuseppe, the sommelier, guide you. €€

Il Libertyno The perfect spot to have a good beer or a cocktail accompanied by Sicilian tapas. €€


Getting Around

Your own wheels are essential for exploring this area around Syracuse. Train and buses connect Noto with Catania airport in 1½ to two hours.




AGRIGENTO
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Ancient Greek myth claims Agrigento was founded by Cretan inventor and architect Daedalus and his son Icarus. Historical records date the ancient city-state of Akragas to 580 BCE. The presence of a ready water supply ensured its rapid growth and by the 5th century BCE it had become one of the Mediterranean’s great cities, with a population of 200,000 and a reputation as a party hot spot. Greek poet Pindar described Akragas as the most beautiful city ever built by mortals, while Agrigentine philosopher Empedocles famously said that its inhabitants ‘feast as if they will die tomorrow and build as if they will live for ever’.

Situated about 3km below the modern city of Agrigento, the Unesco-listed Valley of the Temples is one of the most mesmerising sites in the Mediterranean, boasting the best-preserved Doric temples outside Greece. Today they are Sicily’s single biggest tourist site, with more than 600,000 visitors a year – to dodge crowds and summer heat, visit in the early morning or at sunset (open until midnight in summer).

[image: ]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Cattedrale di San Gerlando

2 Giardino della Kolymbetra

3 Valley of the Temples

SIGHTS

4 Chiesa di Santa Maria dei Greci

5 Monastero di Santo Spirito

6 Via Atenea




TOP TIP

Download the official Valley of Temples app, with audio guide and itineraries, and – to better grasp how the valley originally appeared – visit the Museo Archeologico housing artefacts from the site (like the telamon, an 8m-high statue once supporting the now-ruined Temple of Zeus).



Agrigento Old Town

NOBLE PALAZZI and HISTORIC CHURCHES

Sitting at the medieval core of Agrigento is pedestrianised main street Via Atenea map Google map, lined with shops, restaurants and bars. Narrow alleys and stairways wind upwards and downwards off the main street, past noble palaces and historic churches. Start inside 11th-century Cattedrale di San Gerlando map Google map, altered over the centuries, with a facade reached by a wide stairway flanked by an unfinished 15th-century bell tower. Among the treasures it safeguards is a Normand painted wooden ceiling and an outstanding Roman sarcophagus. No one has ever been able to decipher the enigmatic ‘letter of the devil’, a 17th-century manuscript addressed to a nun in undecipherable characters.

From Via Duomo, walk five minutes southeast along Via de Castro and Via Garufo to Chiesa di Santa Maria dei Greci map Google map. Inside the enchanting bijou church, look up to admire the Norman ceiling, Byzantine frescoes and traces of the original Doric columns of the 5th-century temple on which the church was built. Another 10-minute wiggle east along old-town streets brings you to Monastero di Santo Spirito map Google map, a Cistercian convent founded in 1290 with magnificent stuccowork by late baroque and rococo genius Giacomo Serpotta (1656–1732). Nuns in residence here bake delicious sweets, including cuscusu (sweet couscous made with local pistachios) – press the doorbell to enter and buy.


Best Beaches Around Agrigento

Scala dei Turchi

Gorge on bold views of this spectacular white cliff from the neighbouring sandy beach – climbing on the cliff itself is forbidden.

Riserva Naturale Torre Salsa

This WWF nature reserve protects a sandy coastline with beaches, turquoise blue waters, dunes, chalk cliffs and wetlands.

Spiaggia di Punta Bianca

This wild beach is a divers’ paradise; no facilities so come prepared.

Spiaggia di Nicolizia

Another wild, unequipped beach surrounded by Mediterranean shrubs.



WHERE TO STAY IN AGRIGENTO

Cortile Baronello A stylish place to stay in a renovated old house right in the city centre. Very friendly hosts. €

Camere a Sud A B&B located in the heart of the historical centre. Modern design and traditional Sicilian touches throughout. €

Terrazze di Montelusa In an atmospheric old palazzo with original furniture along with lovely plant-filled panoramic terraces. €
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Valley of the Temples Walking Tour

unesco-protected doric treasures

Begin your exploration in the eastern zone, home to Agrigento’s best-preserved temples. From its 1 ticket office, a short walk leads to the 5th-century BCE 2 Tempio di Hera Lacinia (also called Tempio di Giunone), perched on the ridgetop. The colonnade and sacrificial altar remain largely intact. Red traces are the result of fire damage likely dating to the Carthaginian invasion of 406 BCE.

Descend past a 500-year-old olive tree and Byzantine tombs to 3 Tempio della Concordia. This remarkable edifice, the model for Unesco’s logo, has survived almost entirely intact since its construction in 430 BCE, partly due to its conversion into a Christian basilica in the 6th century, and partly thanks to the shock-absorbing, earthquake-dampening qualities of the soft clay underlying its hard rock foundation. Further downhill, 4 Tempio di Ercole is Agrigento’s oldest, dating from the end of the 6th century BCE. Down from the main temples, miniature 5 Tomba di Terone dates to 75 BCE.

Cross the pedestrian bridge into the western zone, stopping at 6 Tempio di Giove. This would have been the world’s largest Doric temple had its construction not been interrupted by the Carthaginian sacking of Akragas. Take a brief look at the ruined 5th-century BCE 7 Tempio dei Dioscuri and the 6th-century BCE complex of altars and small buildings known as the  8 Santuario delle Divine Chtoniche, before ending your visit in the 9 Giardino della Kolymbetra map Google map, a lush garden in a natural cleft near the sanctuary, with more than 300 (labelled) species of plants and welcome picnic tables. On summer evenings, sip an aperitif and enjoy live music in the citrus grove.


Best nightlife in agrigento
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Erika Cancialosi, content creator and @ig_agrigento admin, shares her best places to enjoy nightlife in Agrigento.

Cantina Granet Enobistrot €€

In the dammuso (vaulted stone room) of a historic building on Via Atenea, it is the perfect spot to taste very good wines accompanied by great food. In summer you can also sit outdoors.

Café Girasole €

A trendy hangout with DJ set and outdoor seating. Stop by to have an aperitivo or a cocktail.

‘Nzolia €€

A wide selection of wines in a very nice atmosphere. You can also eat amazing finger food.

Caffè San Pietro €

Adjacent to the 18th-century church of San Pietro, now used as a cultural venue, this hip cafe serves wines and aperitivi.



WHERE TO EAT IN AGRIGENTO

Aguglia Persa Find well-presented seafood at this mansion-ristorante with a leafy courtyard. €€

Kalòs Balcony dining, great pasta all’agrigentina (tomatoes, basil and almonds) and homemade cannoli to die for. €€

A’ Putia Bottega Siciliana This is the place for a more informal dinner, with platters of local cheese, focaccia, grilled veggies and craft beers. €


Sagra del Mandorlo in Fiore

ALMOND BLOSSOM FEST

There is possibly no more beautiful time of year to savour the Valley of the Temples in its natural serenity – crowd-free and cloaked in pretty soft-pink almond blossom – than during Agrigento’s Sagra del Mandorlo in Fiore in late February or early March. Celebrated since 1934, the festival ushers in nine days of food and wine tastings, concerts, costumed parades with traditional Sicilian carts and other folkloric events spanning two weekends. Magically, the festival opens and closes amid evocative ruins at the Valley of the Temples.

Gen up on local almond culture in Favara, 15km west of town. Exhibits at almond museum Marzipan unravel the nut’s history, cultivation and culinary uses. Don’t miss agnello pasquale di Favara, a beautifully decorated sweet crafted around Easter from pasta reale (marzipan) in the shape of a lamb and stuffed with pistachio paste. Sample one at Cosi Dunci near Favara’s main square. The cake shop’s cannoli shells, filled to order with velvety lemon-infused ricotta cheese, and other sweet distractions showcasing the region’s almonds are equally sublime.


Best food spots

La Scala €€€

Vincenzo Santalucia makes the perfect host at this fabulous restaurant on Via Atenea. Parties of two can dine on a tiny balcony overlooking the main street.

Il Re di Girgenti €€€

Fine-dining experience, with innovative menu and views of the Valley of the Temples in the distance. Book ahead to sit outside.



Porto Empedocle

SEAFARING GATEWAY TO ANCIENT AGRIGENTO

In ancient Akragas sulphur and rock salt were shipped from Porto Empedocle, 10km southwest of the Valley of the Temples on the coast. Originally called Marina di Girgenti, the port changed its name in 1863 to commemorate the Greek philosopher Empedocle who was born here. The town’s best-known modern son is Sicilian novelist Andrea Camilleri (1925–2019), whose wildly popular detective novels starring Inspector Montalbano are set in the fictional city of Vigàta – Porto Empedocle in disguise. Find a street mural dedicated to the writer on Via Salita Chiesa.


Getting Around

The historic centre is best explored on foot. To get to the Valley of the Temples, hop on city bus 1, which runs half-hourly from Agrigento’s bus station on Piazzale Rosselli to the Porta V entrance (20 minutes) on Via Caduti di Marzabotto.

Buses 2 and 2/ – the quicker route, just 10 minutes – use the ‘Tempio di Giunone’ stop on Via Panoramica dei Templi by the temples’ eastern entrance. See schedules online (trasportiurbaniagrigento.it) and at bus stops; buy tickets at tobacconists or onboard.

Alternatively, Agrigento’s Temple Tour Bus (templetourbusagrigento.com) includes the Valley of the Temples on its hop-on hop-off tourist circuit. Motorists can use official car parks at both entrances.




TRAPANI
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A melting pot of old and new, this small port town seduces with ancient churches, gold-stone palazzi and traditional dining spun from local produce and fair trade. In the historic centre, pedestrian Via Garibaldi is a mellow place to stroll, both for locals enjoying a passeggiata and travellers awaiting their next boat.

Food is of utmost importance to this town where trattorias cook up couscous, busiate alla trapanese (hand-twirled pasta with pesto made from tomatoes, basil, garlic and almonds) and dishes peppered with capers from Pantelleria island. On Spiaggia di San Giuliano, a 30-minute walk from Piazza Vittoria Emanuele, sun-worshippers chink cocktails in beach clubs and queue for fresh corn on the cob – chargrilled to order, salted and wrapped in a leaf from a pushcart on the golden sand. At the town cemetery, the Murale di Licuado wall mural by Uruguayan street artists Camilo Nuñez and Florencia Durán is an artistic shout-out to Trapani’s rich multicultural heritage.
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TOP TIP

Watch for summertime events: organ concerts at the cathedral; free guided tours of Palazzo Riccio di Morana; the street-food festival Stragusto (stragusto.it) in July, three days of absurdly delicious tastings and live cooking shows.
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Waltz through 17th- & 18th-Century Baroque

CHURCHES, PALAZZI AND HANDSOME ARCHITECTURE

While Trapani’s golden-hued historic centre is Moorish, the city takes most of its character from its 17th- and 18th-century baroque architecture from the Spanish period. Begin in front of 1 Cattedrale di San Lorenzo, built in 1421 but modified over the years to arrive at its 18th-century baroque look by architect Giovanni Biagio Amico.

Waltz east along pedestrianised main strip Corso Vittorio Emanuele. At No 12, monumental 2 Chiesa dei Gesuiti (1614) illustrates the transition from mannerism to baroque. Admire its richly decorated interior, with ornate marble inlays evocative of Palermo’s dazzling baroque churches. At the eastern end of the street, 3 Palazzo Senatorio (1672) seduces with its peach-stone facade and elegant statues in niches.


Walk north along 4 Via Torrearsa and turn right onto Via Carosio for old-school coffee, biscotti di fichi (fig biscuits) and Trapani’s best cannoli at 5 Antica Pasticceria Colicchia (1885), in 18th-century Palazzo dei Signori Carosio. Continue north for an iced latte or cold brew at 6 BrigBar, with a terrace overlooking Trapani’s historic open-air fish market on Piazza Mercato del Pesce. The 19th-century ensemble of arched porticoes by Venetian architect Giambattista Talotti, cradling a fountain of Venus emerging from the sea, is pure romance. End with a handsome stroll east along Via Garibaldi, bejewelled with baroque palazzi. To sleep and dream baroque, check into 7 Ai Lumi inside 18th-century Palazzo Berardo Ferro (No 71–73).


Best drinking spots

BrigBar

Serious coffee and food made using local produce. Coffee and beer are transported sustainably to Trapani by sailing ship.

Moai

DJs spin lounge tunes and hipsters bag dress-circle stools by the wall to enjoy sunset cocktails; unmatched sea/sunset views.




More Baroque

Baroque masterpieces lure architecture aficionados all over Sicily. To plot your own tour, consider visiting the I Tesori della Loggia collection of churches showcasing Giacomo Serpotta’s dazzling stuccowork in Palermo; cathedrals in Noto, Modica and Ragusa; and Agrigento’s Monastero di Santo Spirito.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN TRAPANI

Residenzia La Gancia Elegant rooms and a rooftop terrace for breakfast and sunset cocktails with Favignana craft gin. €€

Ai Lumi Little beats this B&B with kitchenette-clad apartments in an 18th-century palazzo; enter via a verdant courtyard. €

Tentazioni di Gusto Lobsters wriggle in a tank and seafood dishes ooze creativity at this elegant address, with tables filling a tiny lane. €€

Trapani Coral

MEET ARTISANs & MODERN MASTERS

Delve into Trapani’s rich coral tradition at Rosso Corallo, the family workshop of Platimiro Fiorenza (b. 1944). Son of a coral-goldsmith and Unesco Living Human Treasure, Trapani’s most distinguished coral master famously sculpted a Madonna di Trapani in coral, gold and precious stones for the Pope (displayed in Rome’s Vatican Museums) and created a red-leather handbag covered in coral and silver for Italian fashion house Fendi to celebrate its iconic ‘baguette’ bag. Workshop visits at Via Osorio 36 tango through local coral-working history and demonstrate Platimiro’s retroincastro (reverse-embedding) technique, introduced by Trapani craftsmen in the 17th century.

For more affordable coral necklaces, earrings or a simple droplet of red coral straight from a coral fisher’s net, browse Bottega del Corallo, the workshop-boutique of coral jeweller Marzia Cipriano Novata at Corso Vittorio Emanuele 47.

Coral carving dates to 1416 when local fishermen uncovered coral reefs offshore from Trapani and later San Vito Lo Capo. Dazzling chalices, relic boxes and presepi (nativity scenes) at the Museo Regionale Pepoli illustrate the prized craftsmanship of Trapani corallari between the 16th and 18th centuries. The decorative-arts museum, hidden like a precious gem in the cloister of a 14th-century monastery, showcases the collection of local count Agostino Pepoli (1848–1910). He devoted his life to salvaging Trapani’s local arts and crafts, notably coral carvings, all the rage in Europe until the 18th century when Trapani’s coral banks were decimated.


Negroni Aperitivi and Salty Sunsets
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One-time Italian Barista of the Year and all-time bon vivant Giulio Panciatici moved from Turin to Trapani to shake up the local coffee scene at new-wave coffee shop BrigBar. He shares his favourite addresses in and out of town.



After a hard day’s work I always go to Bar Piccadilly on Via Torrearsa for a negroni. I’m a romantic and you can’t leave Trapani without seeing the sunset in the saline (salt pans). The sky turns deep pink over the white salt pans. There is a little restaurant by the Laguna Lo Stagnone where you can eat and watch the sun sink. It’s exceptional.



WHERE TO HAVE A DRINK IN TRAPANI

Bar Il Salotto Pomegranate juice squeezed to order; street terrace with sofa seating cocoons.

Tenuta Adragna Rustic vineria (wine bar) with pavement cushions and excellent wine from its out-of-town vineyards.

Bardia Nuova June to September ushers in this chic rooftop lounge-bar – a near-perfect spot for an aperitivo or after-dark drinks.


La Processione dei Misteri

MEET THE CITY’S CELEBRATED statues

It goes without saying. If you’re in town at Easter, witnessing Trapani’s traditional four-day celebration of the Passion of Christ is non-negotiable. Even if you’re not religious, feeling the delirious fervour of the crowd – matched only by that of the Semana Santa parades in Seville, Spain – as the town’s celebrated misteri (life-sized wooden statues of Mary, Jesus and other biblical figures), accompanied by a Trapanese band, process through town is unforgettable.

If you’re not in town over Easter, devote a morning to studying the misteri in Chiesa Anime Sante del Purgatorio (processionemisteritp.it). Carved in cypress or cork wood, painted by hand and clothed, the statuary groupings represent 20 scenes from the Passion and Death of Christ. Most are originals from the 17th century; some were heavily repaired or replaced after WWII.

On the Tuesday before Easter Sunday, Trapani inhabitants – represented by 20 traditional maestranze (guilds) – parade the life-sized Virgin Mary through town. Nightly processions of the other misteri, accompanied by musicians playing dirges to the slow steady beat of a drum, make their way to a chapel on Piazza Lucatelli before returning to Chiesa Anime Sante del Purgatorio. Celebrations peak around 2pm on Good Friday when the 20 guilds emerge from the church. Bearers carry the statues at shoulder height on flower-adorned floats and walk with a forward-side step to heighten the drama. The all-night procession weaves through the old town, returning to the church on Saturday afternoon.


Couscous alla Trapanese

Trapani’s unique position on the sea route to Tunisia has made couscous a local speciality. Table reservations are essential at side-street La Bettolaccia, with a sharp white interior, and family-run Caupona Taverna di Sicilia, with summer terrace eyeballing the sculpted facade of Chiesa Anime Sante dei Purgatorio. Both are unwaveringly authentic, Slow Food favourites for traditional couscous alla trapanese – couscous accompanied by a broth of seafood, garlic, chilli, tomatoes, saffron, parsley and wine, which you ladle over according to taste. Share as a primi or order as a meal in itself.




Couscous for dolci

For a sweet version of couscous studded with local pistachio nuts, make a beeline for the cake shop run by Cistercian nuns at Monastero di Santo Spirito in Agrigento.




Getting Around

AST buses link Trapani–Birgi Vincenzo Florio Airport with Trapani port; taxis to either Trapani or Marsala charge a fixed €30 rate. Once in town, ATM city buses are useful to the beaches and the lower funicular station for Erice.




Beyond Trapani
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Whether you’re atop a medieval hilltop village, amid Greek theatre ruins or striding along salt pans, views here are out of this world.
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Greak theatre, Segesta | Atlantide Phototravel/Getty Images ©

Trapani’s busy port buzzes primarily with ferries sailing overnight to the mysterious volcanic rock island of Pantelleria, not far from Tunisia, and zippy hydrofoils whisking holidaymakers to pebble beaches in the Egadi archipelago. Protected by the Egadi Marine Protected Area – Europe’s largest marine reserve – Favignana and its smaller sister islands promise slow food, pristine nature and evocative history in spades.

Along the coast, between Trapani and the wine town of Marsala, are beguiling salt pans where the prized salt used to conserve artisanal Tre Torri tuna in tins is harvested. Inland, the remarkable preservation of ancient ruins and the majesty of their sublime rural setting at both Segesta and Selinunte further south combine to form two of Sicily’s enduring highlights. So large is the archaeological site of Selinunte that excavations have never really stopped since 1823 when the first metopes were unearthed.


TOP TIP

Plan your trip to Trapani’s salt pans; the most interesting activities at Saline Ettore e Infersa must be booked. Cool down after exploring Selinute’s ruins with a sea dip from Lido di Zabbar, a beach hidden below the archaeological site.




Segesta

MAGIC AMID ANCIENT RUINS

It’s not hard to create your own magic in Segesta, 32km west of Trapani. Simply staring in wonder at its centrepiece Doric temple in fields of wildflowers and grasses, or watching drama unfold on a hot summer night beneath the stars in a 3rd-century BCE Greek theatre, is nothing short of celestial. Set on the edge of a deep canyon amid desolate mountains, these 5th-century BCE ruins are among the world’s most evocative ancient sites.

The remarkably well preserved temple, a five-minute walk uphill from the ticket office, has retained all of its 36 columns – on windy days they become an organ, producing mysterious notes. The theatre, a 1.25km walk or shuttle-bus ride from the office, crowns the summit of Monte Bàrbaro and affords sweeping views north to the stunning Golfo di Castellammare. Allow at least a half-day to fully take in the ruins’ remarkable state of preservation and the majesty of their bucolic, rural setting.
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Castello di Venere, Erice | trabantos/shutterstock ©


Greek Theatre

Watching a performance in Segesta’s Greek theatre during August’s Segesta Teatro Festival is goose bump stuff. Elsewhere in Sicily, Taormina’s Teatro Greco stages theatre and classic concerts with a Mt Etna backdrop during July’s Taormina Arte festival and Greek tragedies unfold in Syracuse at the summer-long Festival del Teatro Greco.




Ancient Civilisations

Long before the arrival of the Greeks, Segesta was the principal city of the Elymians, an ancient civilisation claiming descent from the Trojans that settled in Sicily in the Bronze Age. The Elymians were in constant conflict with Greek Selinunte, whose destruction (in 409 BCE) they pursued with bloodthirsty determination. More than 100 years later the Greek tyrant Agathocles slaughtered over 10,000 Elymians and repopulated Segesta with Greeks.



WHERE TO LUNCH IN ERICE

Gusto Il Panino Gourmet Gourmet panino, salads and Bruno Ribadi craft beer brewed an hour along the coast.

Ristorante Monte San Giuliano A stone archway leads into a vine-shaded patio garden.

Liparoti Skip dolci for outstanding granita: try almond, pistachio and lemon peel or salted caramel and peanut.


Medieval Erice

RUINS, VIEWS & SENSATIONAL CAKES

It’s difficult to pinpoint one highlight of a day trip to Erice, a medieval hilltop village watching over Trapani from its mountain perch atop the legendary peak of Eryx. The funicular ride up is a treat in itself – be sure to choose a sunny day for it – as a spectacular panorama extending from San Vito Lo Capo to Trapani’s salt pans unfolds.

Inside the walled 12th-century village, get lost in a mesmerising tangle of polished, slippery, stone-paved lanes – wear shoes with decent grip. Spend an hour exploring the grassy, evocative ruins of 12th- to 13th-century Castello di Venere, built by the Normans over the Temple of Venus, and break over coffee and cakes in the secret garden of legendary  Pasticceria di Maria Grammatico.


Syracuse v Carthage

Originally allied with Carthage, Selinunte switched allegiance after the Carthaginian defeat by Gelon of Syracuse in 480 BCE. Under Syracusan protection it grew in power and prestige, resulting in territorial disputes with its northern neighbour, Segesta. The final showdown came in 409 BCE when the latter called for Carthaginian help. Selinunte’s former ally happily obliged and arrived to take revenge. Troops commanded by Hannibal destroyed the city after a nine-day siege, leaving only those who had taken shelter in the temples as survivors.

Around 250 BCE, with the Romans about to conquer the city, its citizens were relocated to Lilybaeum (Marsala), the Carthaginian capital in Sicily, but not before they destroyed as much as they could. What they left standing, mainly temples, was finished off by an earthquake in the Middle Ages.



Selinunte Ruins Explorer

UNCOVER EUROPE’S LARGEST ARCHAEOLOGICAL PARK

Don your safari hat and lose yourself Indiana Jones–style in the temples and acropolis of ancient Greece’s most westerly colony. Dating to the 7th century BCE, Selinos (Selinunte) was a prosperous metropolis of 100,000 people – one of the world’s richest and mightiest cities – until the Carthaginians destroyed it in 409 BCE.

As you walk from the ticket office, the almost-complete Temple E looms large in the Eastern Temples zone. Built in the 5th century BCE and reconstructed in 1958, this is the park’s showpiece. The other temples here, including 6th-century Temple G, which was one of the largest temples in the Greek world despite never being completed, are rubble.

Explore the Acropolis next, about 2km from the entrance, with five temples on a slanted plateau. The sea views are stunning. Temple C is the oldest temple and, because 14 of its 17 original columns are still intact, the most photographed. Smaller Temple B, from the Hellenistic period, was possibly dedicated to the Agrigentan physiologist and philosopher Empedocles, whose water-drainage scheme saved the city from the scourge of malaria.

Walk about 20 minutes west next, across the now-dry river Modione and up a dirt path, to the Sanctuary of Malophoros. Among the ravaged ruins of this temple dedicated to Demeter, the goddess of fertility, look for two altars, one of which was used for sacrifices. End in the Ancient City, north of the acropolis on Manuzza hill, where most of Selinunte’s inhabitants lived.

WHERE TO STAY & EAT BEYOND TRAPANI

Agriturismo Vultaggio Safari tents, B&B rooms and a zero-kilometre farm restaurant make this countryside retreat hard to resist. €

Baglio La Luna Escape to this hillside farmhouse B&B with hypnotic sea views, 2km north of the Zingaro reserve. €€

La Tonnara di Scopello Scopello’s historic tonnara (tuna fishery) has self-catering apartments and hotel rooms on the water’s edge. €€


The Salt Road

HELP HARVEST ITALY’S FINEST SALT

Along the coast between Trapani and the wine town of Marsala lies an evocative landscape of saline (shallow salt pools) and decommissioned mulini (windmills). As you drive along the Via del Sal or Salt Road in summer from Trapani – SP21 on maps – spot salt workers harvesting Italy’s finest salt from rosy-pink salt pans glinting in the sun. Only a cottage industry remains today, providing discerning tables with prized fior di sal (rock salt), cristalli di sal (salt crystals) and sale marino di Trapani IGP (table salt).

Learn about salt production and take part in a guided salt-pan walk or salt tasting at Saline Ettore e Infersa (seisaline.it), a salt museum in a 16th-century windmill, 25km south of Trapani. May to August, try being a salt worker for a half-day, harvesting salt (boots provided); or sail 20 minutes in a traditional lagoon boat across Stagnone di Marsala to the uninhabited islet of Isola Lunga. Back at the mill, tuck into an alfresco lunch, sunset drinks or dinner overlooking salt pans at Mamma Caura.


Couscous Fest

Couscous, Trapani’s beloved local dish, is the focus of this colourful six-day food fest, celebrated with gusto in the seaside town of San Vito Lo Capo in the last week of September. Highlights include cooking shows, workshops, concerts and – drumroll – the Couscous World Championships, in which couscous chefs from 10 countries compete. Throughout the fest, a ticket degustazione (€10) gives you access to dozens of different tasting stands around town and on San Vito Lo Capo’s famously long, beautifully sandy beach. Buy in advance online or at kiosks in situ during the festival.




Decorative Treasures

Enrich your understanding of Selinunte with a half-day at Palermo’s fascinating Museo Archeologico Regionale Antonio Salinas. The stunning metopes found in 1823 are displayed in this world-class museum, alongside decorative friezes and the Gorgon’s mask adorning Temple C.



Favignana

One-day island adventure

Take a slow boat (or speedy hydrofoil) from Trapani or Marsala to this island idyll and spend the morning exploring the 19th-century tuna cannery, Ex-Stabilimento Florio delle Tonnare di Favignana e Formica – a vast, elegant complex built from local tufa stone overlooking the port. Inside, you can still see the sheds with vintage boats ready to roll out to sea; the terrace where tuna were hung; la batteria de cottura, with a trio of huge red-brick chimneys, where tuna were cooked; and the cavernous hall with the original assembly tables where the cans were filled. Short films document different aspects of the cannery’s history and tuna fishing traditions, including the island’s famous Mattanza. The tonnara, built in 1859 and operational until 1977, was one of many in Sicily to be owned by Favignana’s famous Flavio family.

In the afternoon, rent two wheels – old-school push bike, e-bike or 50cc scooter – at the port and take the scenic 3km route to the Giardino dell’Impossible, an incredible Mediterranean garden flourishing in sunken tufa-stone courtyards (some 25m deep), tunnels, caves, grottos and galleries quarried in the 1950s and 1960s. Privately owned, the gardens are the love child of owner and visionary Maria Gabriella Campo, now in her 80s, who personally planted and nurtured most of the 300-odd different flora species – indigenous and exotic – that defiantly thrive in the dusty, tufa-stone landscape. Visits are by guided tour. You can also stay overnight in its upmarket Villa Margherita hotel or a self-catering cottage on the estate.

WHERE TO STAY & EAT ON FAVIGNANA

La Casa del Limoneta An enchanting sunken garden full of lemon trees frames this cosy whitewashed B&B. €€

Villa Margherita Peace and tranquillity reign at this enchanting villa hotel in Favignana’s botanical gardens. €€

Osteria del Sotto Sale The busiate alla norma (pasta with aubergine, tomato and ricotta) at this casual-chic osteria is spot on. €€

Riserva Naturale dello Zingaro

A HIKER’S SEASIDE PARADISE

Stride along a 7km walking trail bejewelled with blockbuster sea views in this wild coastal nature reserve. Wild carob and yellow euphorbia dust the hillsides, and narrow paths dive down to rocky coves with pebble beaches and emerald waters to swim in. The hot spot for snorkelling is Cala Marinella, midway along the path. Buy admission tickets and pick up a trail map at the park’s southern entrance, 2km north of Scopello, or the northern entrance in San Vito Lo Capo.
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Why I love Favignana

[image: jpg]

Nicola Williams, writer



It’s the unpretentious grassroots cuisine and nonchalance with which quarried blocks of tufa are scattered around like a child’s Lego bricks that I love. The global desire for island escapes might have rocketed over the years, but islanders make no attempt to manicure their island. Favignana is, first and foremost, their home where the day’s catch ends up in brown-paper cones of deep-fried frittura mista (mixed seafood) at Tunafish City; where the old-fashioned grocery store on Piazza Madrice chalks ‘ricotta fresca’ (fresh ricotta) on a blackboard outside; where Roman camomile, rosemary, wormwood and other indigenous botanicals watered with naturally salty water from an artisan well end up in Isola di Favignana craft gin.




Getting Around

In Trapani, to get the funicular up to Erice, take bus 21 or 23 from the western end of Via GB Fardella (by Piazza Vittorio Emanuele) to the end. Tarantola (tarantolabus.com) buses between Trapani bus station and Segesta (40 to 50 minutes) are limited. In Segesta, motorists must park in a purpose-built car park and walk 1.5km or take a shuttle bus to the ruins.

Getting around Segesta and Selinunte on foot requires stamina, especially in summer when water, sun protection and sunhat (even an umbrella to use as a parasol) are survival essentials. At Selinunte, electric golf carts at the main entrance cut out some of the legwork.

Pre-book tickets for Liberty Lines hydrofoils to Favignana. Bring your passport, ID card or driving licence to rent a bike at Favignana port.








TOOLKIT

The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in southern Italy. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate southern Italy and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Naples is the main gateway into southern Italy. The airport is 7km from the city centre. All flights arrive at Terminal 1. Alibus airport buses connect the airport to Napoli Centrale station, which serves regional, national and city metro trains. Alibus services terminate at the port in central Naples, from where short- and long-distance hydrofoil and ferry services depart.


Visas

EU nationals don’t need a visa. Those from the UK, USA, Canada, Australia and New Zealand can stay for up to 90 days in any six months without a visa.




SIM cards

The cheapest way of using your mobile is to buy a pre-paid (prepagato) Italian SIM card. While these are available at the airport, you’ll get a better deal at telco stores in town.




Border crossings

As part of the unified Schengen Area, there are no border formalities between Italy and its European neighbours. At most, you may occasionally be asked to show ID or your passport.




Wi-fi

Free wi-fi is available at Naples Airport up to the taxi line: connect to GESAC and follow the prompts. Elsewhere in southern Italy, free wi-fi is common at cafes and accommodation.



Public Transport from Naples Airport to city centre
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ETIAS

In late 2023, the European Commission’s new electronic vetting system, European Travel Information and Authorisation System (ETIAS), will begin operating. Similar to the United States’ ESTA Visa Waiver, ETIAS aims to pre-screen travellers from non-EU, visa-exempt countries. Under the terms, all non-EU travellers will need to complete an online form and pay a €7 fee before travelling into the Schengen Area. Once registered, travellers will be able to visit all Schengen countries for up to 90 days, whether for leisure or business. For updates, see etiasvisa.com.



Getting Around

Affordable trains, buses and planes connect southern Italy’s main cities and towns, making a car only useful for country escapes.


TRAVEL COSTS

Rental From €30/day

Petrol Approx €1.80/litre

Motorway Tolls €9/100km

Bus ticket from Naples to Lecce from €5



Hiring a Car

Pre-book cars online (compare rates at autoeurope.com or rentalcars.com) and opt for a smaller model for easier parking. Renters must be aged 21 or over. Automobile Club d’Italia (aci.it) is an excellent resource.

Road Conditions

Road conditions can vary significantly, though toll-charging motorways (autostrade) and high-traffic strade statali (SS) are generally in good condition. Smaller strade provinciali (SP) can be slow, potholed and poorly lit at night. Best to overestimate travel times to avoid delays.

Beware the ZTL

The historic centres of many Italian cities, including Naples and Palermo, are designated Limited Traffic Zones (ZTL). These areas are off-limits to unauthorised vehicles, and entry points are covered by street cameras. If you’re caught entering one without the necessary permission, you risk a fine. Always look out for the ZTL sign (a red circle on a white background) and contact your hotel or accommodation supplier if you think you’ll need to access a ZTL.
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TIP

Download Rome2rio, a multimodal, trip-planner app that allows you to compare routes and book bus and train tickets directly.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.
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Speed limit is 50km/h in built-up areas, 90km/h on secondary roads and 130km/h on motorways.

.05

Blood alcohol limit is 0.05%, and zero for drivers under 21.



Bus & Train

Southern Italy is well served by comfortable, economical trains and long-distance buses. There are no high-velocity trains south of Salerno, making buses quicker on numerous routes. In Sicily, trains are most convenient along the east coast.

Boat

Large ferries service Campania and Sicily, with frequent car-ferry services connecting Palermo to Naples and Salerno, and Messina to Salerno. Smaller ferries and hydrofoils service the Bay of Naples islands, the Amalfi Coast, Puglia’s Isole Tremiti and Sicily’s outer islands. Services are pared back in winter.

Plane

Italian national airline ITA Airways and low-cost carriers Volotea, easyJet and Ryanair offer a handful of routes across southern Italy. The most useful direct flights are arguably Naples–Palermo (one hour) and Naples–Catania (one hour). In most other cases, buses, trains or ferries are better.



Money

CURRENCY: EURO (€)

Credit Cards

Major credit cards are widely accepted (Amex less so). While Italian businesses are now legally obliged to accept digital payments, exceptions persist in the south when paying for small-value items in cafes, budget eateries and small shops. Don’t rely on credit cards at small museums and galleries.

ATMs

ATMs (known as ‘bancomat’ in Italy) are the best way to get local currency, and are widely available in cities and towns across the south. Machines accept cards tied to Visa/MasterCard/Cirrus/Maestro systems. Avoid Euronet ATMs, which charge inflated fees. There’s a daily limit of €250 on withdrawals.

Tipping

Hotels €1 per bag; €1 daily for housekeeping at high-end hotels.

Restaurants The coperto (cover) is usually included in the bill.

Bars Discretionary €0.10 or €0.20 for coffee at the bar, a couple of euros for table service.

Taxis Round up to the nearest euro only.

Guided tours Up to €5/10 for a half-day/full-day tour.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

Espresso €1

Spritz €8

Museum admission €5–16

Hydrofoil fare Naples–Capri €21–25
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HOW TO… Save some euros

Carry ID or student cards Italy’s state-run museums and sites are free to EU citizens under the age of 18. Discounts also apply to people aged 18 to 25 and over 65s.

First Sunday of the month Many cultural sites are free.

Public transport Purchase multi-ticket or multi-day passes rather than pay-as-you-go tickets.

Bars & cafes Drink at the counter (banco) to avoid table service charges.


Paying the bill

In a restaurant, you must ask for the bill (‘il conto, per favore’), though it’s not uncommon to simply walk up to the counter and ask to pay. For your own protection, as well as to discourage tax avoidance, do not let a restaurant hand you a piece of paper with nothing but a scribbled total on it – ask for an itemised bill (‘il conto dettagliato’). Unfortunately, overcharging in very touristy areas is not unheard of, so pay attention to what you’ve been charged.
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LOCAL TIP

Always carry €0.50 and €1 coins for pay-to-use public toilets, and carry smaller-value banknotes for museums and bars, as some places may struggle with change for larger notes.
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Accommodation

Chic Caves

Symbols of extreme poverty until last century, the ancient sassi (cave dwellings) of World Heritage–listed Matera have found new vigour as striking boutique hotels and B&Bs. The most coveted are often a case of Flintstones meets Monocle magazine: rough-hewn limestone walls and hand-sculpted arches, contrasting with designer Italian furnishings, architectural lighting and contemporary perks such as spa treatments and locavore breakfasts on panoramic terraces.

Aristo Pads

Live like old-school aristocracy at a palazzo nobile (noble palace), which scatter southern Italy from raucous Naples to the sleepy towns of Sicily’s Val di Noto. Once home to powerful cardinals and noble families, these private mansions turned hotels or apartments often feature grand, high-ceilinged rooms, original frescoes or flooring, original art and antiques, and often have intriguing backstories.

On the Farm

To slow down and re-energise, book a few nights at a local agriturismo, tenuta or masseria. Mostly family friendly, these farm stays range from rustic farmhouses to luxe country estates with acclaimed restaurants, vineyards or olive groves. Feast on homegrown produce, take a cooking class or explore the surrounding countryside on foot, bike or horseback.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a hostel dorm €25–50

a standard hotel €100–140

a luxury hotel €300 and up



Scattered Hotels

A sustainable Italian concept born in the 1980s, the albergo diffuso (literally ‘scattered hotel’) consists of one property with rooms and apartment suites that occupy various buildings within the same town or village. Often, these buildings – some humble, some grand – were previously rundown or unoccupied, their restoration breathing new life and purpose into their communities.
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Low season: the fine print

Many of southern Italy’s islands and coastal resort towns tend to go into hibernation in the low season, with public transport, events and some restaurants slowing to a near standstill. Many hotels and guesthouses fall into this category, shuttering their doors until Easter. So while the off season may be ideal for getting great bargains – up to 30% less than high season – your options may be significantly limited. Consider visiting in the shoulder season – April to June, September and October – instead.


Storybook Trulli
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Puglia’s Val d’Itria offers idiosyncratic slumbers in the form of trulli – traditional limestone dwellings crowned with conical limestone roofs. Scattered across the valley for centuries, these human beehives are ecofriendly by nature – made with thick, locally sourced stone that offers insulation and painted white to reflect the hot sun. Options range from modest guesthouses to luxe, pool-flanked hotels.
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Family Travel

Home to fiery volcanoes, sparkling beaches, gripping ruins and some of the country’s most delicious food, southern Italy has all the ingredients for an extraordinary family adventure. The key to success is pre-trip planning. While the southern regions offer few special amenities for little ones, a bit of research will go a long way to ensuring a happy trip for young and old.

Sightseeing

Southern Italy’s archaeological sites, palaces and castles bring history to life. While few museums offer specific tours or activities for children, some cater to young minds with multimedia displays, interactive gadgets, audio guides and even augmented-reality headsets. Prepare kids with interesting stories about the sites you plan to visit, and always sightsee in the cooler parts of the day, especially in summer.


Getting Around

Public transport is sometimes free or discounted for children, though age limits and tariffs will vary between cities and providers. Cobbled streets in historic centres and at archaeological sites make strollers impractical; use an ergonomic baby carrier.



Facilities

• Very few restaurants (or other public facilities) have nappy-changing facilities. Public breast-feeding is acceptable.

• Carry baby wipes in case a public toilet is out of paper.

• Most hotels (but rarely budget places) have cots, so reserve one when booking.

• In Italy, car seats are compulsory for children up to 150cm in height and 12 years of age. Book seats in advance.


Farm Stays

Southern Italy’s agriturismi (farm stays) are great places to spend a memorable, affordable holiday with children. Many have a swimming pool and playground, and some also offer baby-sitting services and opportunities to learn how a farm works.




KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

PUGLIA Safe sandy beaches, kooky fairytale villages and simple, nutritious regional dishes.

NAPLES Subterranean tombs and hideouts, underwater ruins and the world’s best pizza.

AEOLIAN ISLANDS Seven tiny volcanic islands with spewing lava and black-sand beaches.

MATERAA cosy, mysterious city where people live in caves.

COSTA DEGLI DEI Fabulous swimming and snorkelling in crystal-clear waters.

RAGANELLO CANYON Epic white-water rafting guaranteed to thrill older kids.
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Eating out

Kids are welcome pretty much everywhere in Italy’s Mezzogiorno. This is especially true at pizzerias and casual trattorias, the latter usually offering menus of simple pasta dishes and grilled meats.

Local families eat late, and few restaurants open much before 7.30pm. Some serve a menu bambino (child’s menu), but if not it’s perfectly acceptable to order a mezza porzione (half-portion) or a simple plate of pasta with olive oil, tomato and Parmesan. High chairs (seggioloni) are occasionally available, but if your toddler needs to be strapped in, bring your own portable cloth seat.



Health & Safe Travel

THEFT & SCAMS

Pickpockets are a risk in touristy areas and on crowded public transport. Keep valuables in front pockets, carry bags crossbody, and report any theft to the police within 24 hours. At train stations, seek assistance only from uniformed railway staff, and only use official, metered taxis with a working taximeter. When making a purchase, always count your change.
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Quakes & Volcanoes

Due to its position at the juncture of the African and Eurasian tectonic plates, Italy has high seismic risk, with the country’s southern regions (Puglia excepted) among its most vulnerable. Active volcanoes are part of this tectonic unrest. Naples’ Mt Vesuvius and Sicily’s Mt Etna and Stromboli have the potential for eruptions. Italy’s Protezione Civile (protezionecivile.gov.it) monitors threat levels.

Forest Fires & Floods

Increasingly hot summers are resulting in more Italian wildfires. Nearly 30% of the country is forested and the south is particularly affected, especially Puglia, Calabria and Sicily. Extreme thunderstorms typically follow periods of high heat, often with devastating effect, such as mudslides on Stromboli in 2022. If caught up in a fire or flood, follow evacuation orders immediately.


ATMS

Be aware of your surroundings when using an ATM (bancomat) and always cover the keypad when entering your pin.



BEACH SAFETY FLAGS
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Green Safe to swim
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Yellow Caution; you can swim near the shore
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Red Danger; swimming not advised
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Double red Swimming forbidden
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Purple Marine pest, such as jellyfish, present

Drugs

If you’re caught with a deal-able quantity of drugs, you risk a prison sentence of up to 22 years. Cannabis possession for personal use is decriminalised, but possession of other drugs is punishable by administrative sanctions; first-time offenders may get away with a warning.


ACCESSING HEALTH CARE

Health care is readily accessible throughout southern Italy. Pharmacists can advise on medical matters and sell medications for minor illnesses. Outside of normal trading hours, pharmacies (farmacie) are required to open on a rotational basis and post a list of open places in the vicinity. Call 118 for an ambulance.





Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

COLAZIONE (breakfast, 7am to 10am) is generally a simple affair with coffee and a cornetto (croissant) at the local bar.

PRANZO (lunch, 1pm to 3pm) can be anything from a three-course restaurant meal to a quick panino or street snack.

CENA (dinner, 8pm to 11pm) often follows aperitivo snacks, so may be lighter than lunch, especially on weekends.



Where to Eat

Ristorante Formal dining with comprehensive wine lists and sophisticated regional fare that might focus on pesce (fish/seafood) or carne (red meat).

Trattoria Casual, family-run restaurant serving regional home cooking to locals. Daily specials, hand-written menus and house wine.

Enoteca Intimate, relaxed wine bar/shop offering cheeses, salumi (cured meats) and other vino-friendly dishes.

Friggitoria Takeaway peddling fresh, cheap, local street food, much of it fried.

Agriturismo Working-farm restaurant where much of the produce is cultivated on site. Perfect for long, lazy lunching.


MENU DECODER

Antipasto Appetiser

Primo First course

Secondo Second course

Contorno Side dish

Dolce Dessert

Piatto del giorno Dish of the day

Mezza porzione Half-portion, usually big enough for one

Pane Bread

Olio Oil

Burro Butter

Formaggio Cheese

Vegetariano Vegetarian

Vegano Vegan

Senza glutine Gluten-free

Stuzzichino Snack

Vino bianco White wine

Vino rosso Red wine

Vino rosè Rose wine

Vino della casa House wine

Birra Beer

Birra artigianale Craft beer

Digestivo Digestif

Bottiglia Bottle

Caraffa di vino Carafe of wine

Acqua minerale frizzante Sparkling mineral water

Acqua minerale liscia Still mineral water

Menù turistico Tourist menu

Coperto Cover charge (for bread, condiments)

Servizio Service charge
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WHAT IS... Order a Coffee

The act of prendere un caffè (having a coffee) at the local bar is one of Italy’s most cherished cultural rituals. For most Italians, this involves a quick swill-and-go at the counter. To partake, firstly order and pay at the register, then show your receipt to the barista. Cappuccino is popular at breakfast but rarely ordered after 11am, while all-day espresso is simply called un caffè. You can always opt for a caffè macchiato (espresso ‘stained’ with milk) or a cheeky caffè corretto (espresso ‘corrected’ with a splash of grappa or brandy). You may be asked if you want your espresso zuccherato (with sugar) or amaro (unsweetened). Baristas will often serve you a glass of water – frizzante (sparkling) or liscia (still) to drink before your coffee to cleanse the palate.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

Pizza from €4

Arancino €2

Gelato from €2

Cannolo €2

Lunch at a trattoria €25

Dinner at a ristorante from €50

Michelin-starred degustation menu €100-200

Glass of wine €4-8




HOW TO… Dine in Southern Italy

Call ahead and book a table at restaurants, trattorias and agriturismi; same-day reservations are usually fine but call a few days ahead at popular places, especially later in the week. Dress appropriately: smart-casual is fine but ditch the shorts at higher-end restaurants. Reservations are rarely made at pizzerias.

Don’t feel obliged to order a dish from every course on the menu. It’s perfectly acceptable to opt for two courses. The kitchen’s creativity often shines brightest in its antipasti, so it’s worth asking for un piccolo assaggino di antipasti (a small tasting of antipasti); emphasise piccolo (small) to avoid risking a costly buffet.

Pasta should be eaten with a fork, not spoon, and never cut with a knife. Sprinkling cheese over seafood pasta is sacrilegious, while mopping up the pasta sauce with a piece of bread (known as ‘fare la scarpetta’) is the norm at trattorias. Eating pizza with your hands is ok.

Coffee is sipped after a meal, never with it, and no Italian will order a post-prandial cappuccino; stick to espresso. Restaurant coffee is generally subpar, so consider skipping coffee altogether and enjoying one at a bar afterwards. Locals commonly conclude a meal with a digestivo (digestif).
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Mains

Main courses (secondi) of meat or fish are often served without sides. If you fancy a serve of vegetables with your protein, you’ll most likely need to order a separate contorno (side dish).




Going out

A night out in the south often begins with Italy’s version of happy hour: aperitivo. Popular from around 7.15pm to 8.45pm, it sees friends catch up over a pre-dinner wine, beer or spritz. Complimentary snacks are offered – anything from bowls of olives, nuts or potato crisps, to more substantial mini sandwiches, cheeses or salads. Most people settle in at one bar and stay until dinnertime. According to Palermo-based PR agent Ornella Tuzzolino, ‘if you arrange to meet a local for aperitivo at around 8.30pm, they may think it’s an invitation to dinner, so meet earlier if you don’t want to commit’.

If you’re planning to party after dinner, bars usually pump between 11pm and 2am or 3am Friday to Sunday. In Naples, this usually means heading to Piazza Bellini and the historic centre. In Catania, the action centres around Via Alessi, Via Santa Filomena, Via Gemmellaro and the streets around Castello Ursino and Teatro Massimo. To save euros, younger punters will often buy cheap beers from convenience stores and drink them (legally) in the piazzas. They also often pre-drink before hitting the clubs, where drinks can be expensive.

Clubs usually open from 11pm to dawn later in the week, but don’t get busy before midnight or 1am. While some have free entry, others require you to purchase a cocktail (up to €15). Some popular parties may require getting your name on the guest list in advance. Dress codes also vary (check the club photos); as a general rule, leave the shorts and flip-flops at home.





Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Crush the Mafia

In Sicily feast, drink, shop and snooze at the 1000-plus businesses that belong to Addiopizzo (addiopizzo.org), a grassroots movement whose members refuse to pay pizzo (protection money) to the Sicilian mafia.
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Drink Tap Water

Italians consume 11 billion litres of bottled water annually, equalling 242,000 tonnes of plastic. Avoid contributing to the problem by filling your reusable water bottle with Italy’s perfectly drinkable tap water.



Seek out restaurants recognised by Slow Food’s annual guide, Osterie d’Italia, to support regional biodiversity and the people who care about it. The Slow Food organisation (slowfood.it) promotes genuine culinary traditions and local ecosystems.


Partake in a kayaking or hiking activity run by La Baia in Fondo al Sentiero, a conservation endeavour aimed at protecting Campania’s beautiful Baia di Ieranto.




Support local culinary traditions by taking a garden-to-table cooking class, such as those at Trulli del Bosco in Alberobello and Campaniadamare – Museo Arte e Gusto Mediterraneo in Sorrento.



Enjoy an authentic sojourn and fresh farm-to-table meals at one of southern Italy’s many sustainably minded agriturismi (agriturismo.it). Meanwhile, accommodation booking site Fairbnb.coop injects 50% of its booking fees back into local community projects.

Buy Local

When buying mementos and souvenirs, avoid the mass-produced, imported tat and designer knock-offs peddled in heavily touristed areas. Support local artisans and craftspeople by buying directly from their studios, workshops and galleries.

Save Turtles

Volunteers from all parts of the world head to the island of Lampedusa, south of Sicily, to assist in the conservation of the caretta caretta (loggerhead) turtle (lampedusaturtlerescue.org). Do you have a passion for marine life? Work alongside scientists and marine biologists and meet new people from different cultures.
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Cycle Coast to Coast

Cycle the three-day Kalabria Coast-to-Coast Trail (kalabriatrekking.it), running from Pizzo on Calabria’s Tyrrhenian coast to Soverato on the Ionian Sea. Traverse olive groves and mountain pastures, and stop at simple B&Bs and good local restaurants.


Book rooms directly through the hotel; big booking-site commissions cripple smaller businesses.




Adopt a tree in Amalfi Coast forests with Amalfi Coast’s Lands (amalficoastslands.it).




15

The Global Sustainability Index ranks Italy in 15th place worldwide. Italy has invested heavily in renewable energy in order to reach a 30% share by 2030. It’s also the first country to incorporate climate-change-sustainable development into its national curriculum.




 RESOURCES

fondoambiente.it Italy’s first stop for all things eco-related, including volunteering.

wwoof.it Volunteer opportunities on organic farms.

aitr.org Has a map of responsible tourism initiatives.



Scoot around the Amalfi Coast with the new Segway ES4 electric scooters that will be placed in special parking lots and ferry ports, courtesy of Elettrify, a young startup active in end-to-end sustainable micro-mobility.



LGBTIQ+ Travel

Homosexuality and sex reassignment are legal (over the age of 16) and even widely accepted in Italy, and in 2016 a civil union law was passed providing same-sex couples with many of the rights of marriage, although marriage itself remains banned. That said, southern Italy remains a fairly conservative society and outside larger cities discretion is still wise.

The Big Shindigs

Pride festivals take place across the south in summer. Pride Palermo (palermopride.it) is one of the country’s biggest, drawing a record 100,000 people in 2022. Southern cities with large Pride crowds also include Catania, Bari and Naples. A newer event is the Sherocco Festival (sheroccofestival.it). Held in Ostuni, Puglia, the four-day event includes queer theatre, music, exhibitions, workshops and guest speakers and is especially popular with women. In September, gay guys flock to Salento’s shores for the Italy Gay Summer Party (italygaytravels.com).

Traditional Mindsets

Italian attitudes to the LGBTIQ+ community are complex. Polls repeatedly show that the majority of Italians support equality and legal recognition of same-sex relationships, yet traditional Catholic values concerning sexuality and gender roles prevail. As a result, overt displays of affection can attract a negative response, especially in smaller towns.
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Arcigay (arcigay.it) is the main LGBTIQ+ association in Italy, with branches across the south, including in Naples, Bari, Lecce, Reggio di Calabria, Palermo and Catania. These branches host events and provide helpful resources for the queer community. They also run advocacy programmes, including Migranet, providing support for LGBTIQ+ migrants and asylum seekers.




Bedroom matters

Same-sex couples wanting to share a bed shouldn’t face an awkward check-in, especially at larger hotels and in touristy areas. If in doubt, call ahead. To ensure you’re not given a twin room, request a camera matrimoniale (double room).



TOURISM

LGBTIQ+ tour operator Quiiky Viaggi (quiiky.com) organises quality, queer-centric tours. These include three-hour tours exploring the LGBTIQ+ history of archaeological sites such as Pompeii, Herculaneum and Paestum, as well as multi-day tours through the south. Accommodation booking site Misterb&b (misterbandb.com) lists LGBTIQ+-friendly private rooms, apartments and hotels. Gay Puglia Podcast (gaypugliapodcast.com) is an especially useful resource for travel tips in Puglia.


Queer-friendly Areas

Puglia is popular with LGBTIQ+ travellers, especially in summer. Ostuni and Gallipoli are the main hotspots, with the latter near gay-friendly beach, Punta della Suina. Catania and Naples have several LGBTIQ+ bars and clubs; see travelgay.com.





Accessible Travel

Italy is not an easy country for travellers with disabilities. Cobblestone streets make getting around difficult for wheelchair users, and many buildings have no lift. The situation is similar for hearing- and vision-impaired travellers. However, awareness of accessibility issues and a culture of inclusion are steadily growing.

Free Museum Access

If you have an obvious disability and/or appropriate ID, many museums and galleries will offer you and a companion free admission.


Airport

Naples Airport provides 45 free accessible parking spaces, platforms with access ramps, paths for the visually impaired, plus tactile maps and traffic lights with sound indications. For free assistance services, call 48 hours ahead.




Accommodation

Newer and larger hotels tend to have some adapted rooms, though facilities may not be up to scratch; ask at the local tourist board. Many newer hostels have accessible facilities. Villageforall.net lists accessible accommodation.



STREET OBSTACLES

With its cobbled historic centres and hilltop rural villages, southern Italy can be difficult for wheelchair users. Even in largely flat cities, such as Palermo, footpaths are blocked by parked cars and scooters.

TAXIS

Some taxis are equipped to carry passengers in wheelchairs; ask for a taxi for a sedia a rotelle (wheelchair). Taxi Napoli (taxinapoli.it) and Radio Taxi Lecce (radiotaxilecce.com) have wheelchair-accessible vehicles.

Parking Permits

If you are driving, EU disabled parking permits are recognised in Italy, giving you the same parking rights as local drivers with disabilities.

Public Transport

If travelling by train, arrange assistance through SalaBlu (https://salabluonline.rfi.it). Many urban buses are wheelchair-accessible, though some of the stops may not be – ask before you board.


RESOURCES

Accessible Italy (accessibleitaly.com) Runs guided tours and offers services including equipment rental, accommodation booking and adapted-vehicle hire, and can arrange personal assistants.

Village for All (villageforall.net) Performs on-site audits of tourist facilities in Italy and San Marino.

Rome & Italy (romeanditaly.com/accessible) Offers tours, accessible accommodation and equipment and vehicle hire. Its Wheely Trekky service uses a specially designed sedan/rickshaw to access otherwise inaccessible archaeological sites.




Italian-language website Fondazione Merck Serono (fondazioneserono.org) provides a list of accessible beaches. To access the list, click ‘Disabilità’ in the main menu, then click ‘Spiagge accessibili’.





Shopping Locally

The Mezzogiorno is well known for its talented artisans, who have been carving, spinning and sewing their wares for centuries. Some cities and towns are world-famous for their crafts, an eclectic repertoire that spans brightly coloured ceramics to tailoring, marquetry, paper making and even puppetry. Best of all, shopping locally means supporting southern creatives, communities and traditions. Guilt-free retail therapy? Count us in.

Sprightly Ceramics

Vietri sul Mare on the Amalfi Coast, Caltagirone in Sicily and Grottaglie in Puglia are renowned for their colourful, hand-painted ceramics. While most shops can ship larger pieces abroad, easy-to-carry options include house-number tiles, Christmas ornaments and espresso cups. To ensure authenticity, do your homework: research local ceramicists who hand-throw (and not simply hand-paint) their products, and buy from smaller workshops where you can see artisans at work.

On-point Accessories

Naples is famous for its hand-crafted leather goods, with coveted items including Tramontano bags and Omega gloves. The city is also known for its historic men’s tailors and ateliers: both Cilento and E Marinella are revered for their silk ties. Bag Carthusia fragrances and made-to-measure leather sandals in Capri, both of which are also available in Positano and Sorrento. In Sicily, seek out jewellery set with eco-sustainable coral from Sciacca.


Duty Free

A 22% value-added tax (known as IVA) is included in the price of most goods. Non-EU residents who spend more than €154.94 in one shop (displaying a ‘Tax Free’ sign) can claim a refund when leaving the EU; see taxrefund.it.
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PANTRY ESSENTIALS

Food is one of the south’s fortes, and travel-friendly epicurean musts include Cetara’s colatura di alici (fish sauce), Calabrian ‘nduja (spicy salami), Basilicata’s cruschi peppers, Puglian extra virgin olive oil and Sicily’s crema di pistacchio (pistachio spread). Appease sweet tooths with artisan chocolate from Modica, or the caffeinated with vacuum-packed Neapolitan coffee or a Neapolitan ‘cuccumella’ coffee pot. Beyond limoncello (the best has a greenish tinge), Amaro Lucano and Vecchio Amaro del Capo are newer, award-winning southern liqueurs and digestivi. Seek out Calabria’s bergamot-infused Jefferson: Amaro Importante – winner of the 2018 World Liqueur Awards – and Sicily’s Amara, made using blood-orange peel and herbs from Mt Etna.

THINGS OF STONE, WOOD & PAPER

Sorrento’s marquetry makers produce exquisite pieces, including compact jewellery boxes. Amalfi’s paper-making tradition translates into beautiful notebooks and stationery, while rocky Matera sees decorative objects carved from local tuff stone. In Sicily, wood is lovingly crafted into the island’s iconic pupi (marionettes).



Nuts & Bolts


OPENING HOURS

Opening hours vary throughout the year. We provide high-season opening hours (generally April to October).

Banks 8.30am–1.30pm and 2.45–4.30pm Monday to Friday

Cafes 7.30am–8pm, sometimes later

Clubs 10pm–4am or 5am

Restaurants noon–3pm and 7.30–11pm

Shops 9am–1pm and 3.30–8pm Monday to Saturday. Larger shops may open Sunday.



Smoking

Smoking is banned in enclosed public spaces, but allowed at outdoor restaurant tables.


GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone GMT/UTC+1

Country Code 39

Emergency number 113

Population (southern Italy) 16.7 million




Toilets

You may need to pay to use public toilets (usually €1 to €1.50).

Water

Tap water in Italy is safe to drink. The only exception is where a tap is marked ‘Acqua non potabile’.



Electricity 20–230V/50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Some businesses and non-essential services may be closed on Italy’s 12 national public holidays.

New Year’s Day (Capodanno) 1 January

Epiphany  (Epifania) 6 January

Easter Sunday (Pasqua) March/April

Easter Monday (Pasquetta) March/April

Liberation Day (Giorno della Liberazione) 25 April

Labour Day (Festa del Lavoro) 1 May

Republic Day (Festa della Repubblica) 2 June

Feast of the Assumption (Ferragosto) 15 August

All Saints’ Day (Festa di Ognissanti) 1 November

Feast of the Immaculate Conception (Festa della Immaculata Concezione) 8 December

Christmas Day (Natale) 25 December

Boxing Day (Festa di Santo Stefano) 26 December





Language

Basics

Hello. Buongiorno. bwon·jor·no

Goodbye. Arrivederci. a·ree·ve·der·chee

Yes. Si. see

No. No. no

Please. Per favore. per fa·vo·re

Thank you. Grazie. gra·tsye

Excuse me. Mi scusi. (pol)/ Scusami. (inf) mee skoo·zee/ skoo·za·mee

Sorry. Mi dispiace. mee dees·pya·che

What’s your name? Come si chiama? ko·me see kya·ma

My name is … Mi chiamo... mee kya·mo...

Do you speak English? Parla/parli inglese? (pol/inf). par·la/par·lee een·gle·ze

I don’t understand. Non capisco. non ka·pee·sko

Directions

Where’s …?

Dov’è ...? do·ve …

What’s the address?

Qual’è l’indirizzo? kwa·le leen·dee·ree·tso

Could you please write it down?

Può scriverlo, per favore? pwo skree·ver·lo per fa·vo·re

Can you show me (on the map)?

Può mostrarmi (sulla pianta)? pwo mos·trar·mee (soo·la pyan·ta)

Signs

Aperto/a Open

Chiuso/a Closed

Informazione Information

Bagno WC/Toilets

Prohibito/a Prohibited

Uscita Exit

Time

What time is it? Che ora è? ke o·ra e

It’s 1 o’clock. È l’una. e loo·na

Half past (1). (L’una) e mezza. (loo·na) e me·dza

morning mattina ma·tee·na

afternoon pomeriggio po·me·ree·jo

evening sera se·ra

yesterday ieri ye·ree

today oggi o·jee

tomorrow domani do·ma·nee

Emergencies

Help! Aiuto! a·yoo·to

Leave me alone! Lasciami in pace! la·sha·mee een pa·che

I’m ill. Mi sento male. mee sen·to ma·le

Call ...! Chiami…! kya·me

a doctor un medico. oon me·dee·ko

the police  la polizia. la po·lee·tsee·a

Eating & Drinking

What would you recommend?

Cosa mi consiglia? ko·za mee kon·see·lya

Cheers! Salute! sa·loo·te

That was delicious.

Era squisito! e·ra skwee·zee·to

Vegetarian vegetariano  ve·je·ta·rya·no


NUMBERS

1

uno oo·no

2

due doo·e

3

tre tre

4

quattro kwa·tro

5

cinque cheen·kwe

6

sei say

7

sette se·te

8

otto o·to

9

nove no·ve

10

dieci dye·chee




Ten Phrases to Sound Like a Local

What’s up – Cosca c’é – ko·za·che

All OK? – Tutto a posto? – too·ta pos·to

It’s OK – Va bene – va be·ne

Great! – Fantastico! – fan·tas·tee·ko

That’s true – È vero –e ve·ro

Sure – Certo – cher·to

No way! – Per niente! – per nyen·te

You’re kidding! – Scherzi! – fsker·tsee

If only! – Magari! – ma·ga·ree

Really? – Davvero? – da·ve·ro




DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

Numerous – you may recognise ciao, bella, pasta, mafia, maestro



DISTINCTIVE SOUNDS

The only sound that differs from English is the ‘r’, which is rolled and stronger than in English.

False Friends

Some Italian words look like English words but have a different meaning, eg camera (ka·mer·ra) is ‘bedroom’, not ‘camera’, which is macchina fotografica (ma·kee·na fo·togra·fee·ka).

Must-Know Grammar

Italian has a formal and informal word for ‘you’ (Lei and tu respectively).

Verbs have different endings for each person, like the English ‘I do’ versus ‘he/she does’.

Italian in Italy

Italians are very proud of their language’s rich history and influence – rightly so, since it claims the closest relationship with the language spoken by the Romans. For example, Italy is one of the few countries in Europe where dubbling of foreign-language movies is preferred to subtitling.

WHO SPEAKS ITALIAN?

Thanks to the widespread migration and the enormous popularity of Italian culture and cuisine – from ‘spaghetti Western’ to opera – Italian is often a language of choice in schools all over the world, despite that fact that Italy never established itself as a colonial power.
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STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of southern Italian life


A History of Southern Italy in 15 places

Whoever said history was boring has clearly never known the Mezzogiorno.

Meet the Southern Italians

Things move slowly in the warm, easygoing south.

Gianvito Fanelli

The South: A Muse to Creative Minds

The south’s myths, ruins and dramatic landscapes have inspired many.

On Napoletanità

Discover the attitudes, qualities and traditions of the Neapolitans.

Change: A Southern Renaissance?

Stories of renewal signal a positive future for southern Italy.
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A HISTORY OF SOUTHERN ITALY IN
15 PLACES

Italy’s south is ancient. Writer Carlo Levi called it ‘that other world…which no-one can enter without a magic key’. For every grand monument and illustrious figure, there are countless anecdotes, myths and characters lurking in the shadows, waiting to share their marvellous, dusty secrets with the curious. Listen for their call.

SOUTHERN ITALY’S BACKSTORY  has the makings of a Netflix smash series. A rollercoaster ride of dizzying highs and humiliating lows, its storylines would weave through nail-biting earthquakes, tsunamis and eruptions, miracles and revolutions, gilded ages and crushing conquests. Less practical would be the closing credits, a never-ending list of protagonists that would include ancient philosophers and sun-seeking emperors, Islamic architects and scholars, bickering Angevin and Aragonese royals, valorous scugnizzi (street urchins), shady modern politicians and Hollywood icons.

History is writ large in the Mezzogiorno. A Mediterranean bullseye, its regions have been at the crossroads of east and west, north and south for millennia. Endless arrivals have reached its shores. Some encounters have been peaceful, others bloody. Together, these tides of civilisations have shaped and reshaped the south’s rich tapestry of languages and dialects, art and architecture, food, wine and temperament. Here, tales both sweet and bitter seep out of every fresco, sculpture and canvas, every piazza, castle and palace ballroom, every stoic temple column. Whoever said history was boring has clearly never known the Mezzogiorno.

1. Valley of the Temples

A GREEK GOLDEN AGE

Although the ancient city Akragas (today’s Agrigento) was founded in 581 BCE, the Greeks first began settling parts of southern Italy in the 7th and 8th centuries BCE, forming what would be known as Magna Graecia. Akragas’ temples speak of a cultural golden age under the Greeks, one that produced cerebral heavyweights such as Archimedes of Syracuse and Akragas-born philosopher Empedocles. The expansionist ambitions of other regional powers, including the Carthaginians to the south and the Etruscans to the north, eventually led the Greeks to make a Faustian pact with the Romans. By 270 BCE, the entire Mezzogiorno was under Roman rule.

For more on Sicily’s most famous ruins, see here.

2. Parco Sommerso di Baia

SUNKEN ROMAN DECADENCE

Before Ibiza there was Baia. Located in the Campi Flegrei, west of Naples, the town’s thermal waters and salubrious climate began drawing rich, pleasure-seeking Romans from the latter part of the 2nd century BCE. Everyone from Cicero and Virgil to Nero flocked here to engage in otium (leisure time) in lavish beachside villas and at Baia’s sprawling thermal baths. While parts of the baths remain high and dry, much of this ancient Sin City now lies underwater, the result of bradyseism. Millennia later, in 1970, the phenomenon would cause the evacuation of Pozzuoli’s historic Rione Terra district.

To dive into waters rich in ancient treasures, see here.

3. Pompeii

DEATH BY ERUPTION

Observing Mt Vesuvius’ 79 CE eruption from a villa in Misenum, Pliny the Younger wrote: ‘Darkness fell, not the dark of a moonless or cloudy night, but as if the lamp had been put out in a dark room’. According to a 2021 study conducted by the University of Bari in collaboration with the National Institute of Geophysics and Volcanology and the British Geological Survey, it took 15 minutes for the volcano’s cloud of ash and gases to asphyxiate Pompeii’s inhabitants. Today, some 600,000 people live in the so-called zona rossa (red zone), an area at direct risk of Vesuvius’ pyroclastic flows.

For more on Pompeii, see here.
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4. Cappella Palatina

ARAB-NORMAN GLORY

The Arab conquest of Sicily began in 827 CE, when a fleet of soldiers set sail from Sousse in modern Tunisia. Palermo fell in 831, becoming capital of the new Emirate of Sicily. Despite the Normans seizing control of the entire island in 1091, the Arab influence would live on in Sicily’s place names, food, art and architecture. A spectacular architectural example is the Cappella Palatina (pictured). Commissioned by Roger II of Sicily as a royal chapel, its Islamic accent is clear in the muqarnas-style ceiling, Arabic arches and rectilinear patterns.

Find out more about the Cappella Palatina on.

5. Schola Medica Salernitana

A MEDICAL FIRST

Medieval medics looked to Salerno for enlightenment. Not only were its hospitals considered exemplary, its Schola Medica Salernitana – Europe’s first school of medicine – had established itself as the continent’s leading medical research institute by the 12th century. While women were generally denied education at the time, the school famously welcomed them, both as training physicians and teachers. Among its famous alumni (and professors) was Trota di Salerno, considered the world’s first gynaecologist.

For more on Salerno’s medical school, see here.

6. Amalfi

POCKET-SIZED MARITIME POWERHOUSE

In his collection of letters, Epistolae familiares, 14th-century Italian poet Petrarch describes witnessing ‘a thousand mountains of waves not black nor blue, as they are usual to be in other storms but very white’ approaching Naples from the island of Capri. These waves were the tsunami of 25 November 1343. Reputedly triggered by the partial collapse of Sicily’s Stromboli volcano, the tsunami devastated the town of Amalfi, a once-powerful maritime republic whose wealth and worldliness shaped its cathedral. The Normans took the city in 1131, ending almost two centuries of independent rule.

To explore Amalfi, turn to here.


7. Castello Aragonese

FORTRESS AT THE GULF

Ischia’s Castello Aragonese (pictured right) has made regular appearances in the soap opera of southern Italian history. Coming to the aid of Greek Cumaean settlers under attack from the Etruscans, Syracusan tyrant Gerone I built the first fortress in 474 BCE. Marauding Lombard invaders forced Ischians to shelter in the fortress in the 5th and 6th centuries CE, as did raiding Saracens in the 8th century. The French Angevins, who spent the best part of two centuries fighting the Spanish Aragonese over southern Italy, built a new fortress on the site in the 14th century. In the 1420s, Alfonso of Aragon outdid them by conquering and extending it.

For more on Ischia’s castle, see here.

8. Alla Giudecca

JEWISH SICILY

Even if you’re not a hotel guest, you can still visit Europe’s oldest surviving miqweh, hidden in the basement of Syracuse’s Residence Hotel Alla Giudecca. The Jewish ritual bath, 18m deep, was unearthed when the 15th-century palazzo became a hotel in the 1990s. It sits in the old Jewish quarter on the island of Ortygia, where Jews settled from the 1st century CE until their expulsion from all Spanish territories in 1487. This brutal end to religious tolerance ushered in nearly three centuries of imprisonment, torture and killings in Sicily under the Spanish Inquisition.

To take a walking tour around Ortygia, see here.

9. Parco Nazionale del Pollino

ALBANIANS IN THE FOREST

One of Italy’s ethnolinguistic minority groups, the Arbëresh (Italo-Albanians) live in 49 mountain towns and villages between Abruzzo and Sicily. These include the towns of San Paolo Albanese, San Costantino Albanese and Civita inside the Parco Nazionale del Pollino. Although some Albanians had already settled in southern Italy in the 13th century, the main period of migration was between the mid-15th and mid-17th centuries, when Albanian refugees fled west to escape the Ottomans.

For more on the Pollino, see here.

10. Quartieri Spagnoli

SPANISH URBAN INNOVATION

The defeat of the French in the Battle of Garigliano in 1503 saw Naples come under Spanish rule in the form of viceroys. The most influential of these was Don Pedro de Toledo, who oversaw numerous city shaping projects between 1532 and 1553. Among these was construction of the Quartieri Spagnoli (Spanish Quarter), designed to house the Spanish garrisons. Europe’s first urban grid plan, the district would become the densest neighbourhood in the continent’s densest metropolis. The high concentration of lonely young soldiers wasn’t lost on Neapolitan sex workers, who refocussed their attention from the waterfront to the newly minted neighbourhood.

Start exploring the Quartieri Spagnoli on here.

11. Teatro San Carlo

BOURBON CULTURAL MIGHT

Next to Piazza del Plebiscito, iconic symbol of Naples, stands the Italian lyric temple of San Carlo, with a date of birth that anticipates the more famous Scala in Milan by 41 years. This Pantagruelian theatre was built in 1737, by the will of King Charles III of Bourbon, a French-Spanish dynasty that for centuries dominated southern Italy. The theatre was born with the aim of representing their local royal power. All the greatest artists walked the stages of San Carlo, a symbol of Bourbon power that for decades challenged the birth of a united Italy.

For more on Teatro San Carlo, see here.
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12. Galleria Borbonica

BOMBS, BUNKERS, BRAVERY

Naples suffered savage aerial bombing by the Allies in WWII, leaving over 20,000 people dead and much of the city in tatters. Many took shelter in the network of tunnels and cisterns hidden beneath its streets, including the Galleria Borbonica. Although the Nazis took Naples in 1943, they were quickly forced out by a series of popular uprisings between 26 and 30 September, famously known as the Quattro Giornate di Napoli (Four Days of Naples). Led by locals, the street battles paved the way for the Allied ‘liberators’ to enter the city on 1 October.

To head underground in Naples, see here.

13. No Mafia Memorial

SHEDDING A TROUBLED PAST

While southern Italy’s organised crime networks include Calabria’s notoriously powerful ’Ndrangheta, to many the Mafia means Cosa Nostra. Seared into popular culture by The Godfather, the Sicilian mafia has long compromised the island’s economy, institutions and environment. In 1959, Corleonesi-clan mobster Vito Ciancimino became head of public works in Palermo, leading to the destruction known as the ‘Sack of Palermo’. The brutal assassination of anti-Mafia judges Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino in 1992 galvanised popular resistance against the clans’ stranglehold on local communities, a battle recounted at Palermo’s No Mafia Memorial.

For more Mafia insights, see here.
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14. Badolato

REBORN VILAGE OF REFUGEES

The ghost towns scattered across southern Italy are symbolic of a region long ravaged by mass emigration. Since the late 19th century, millions of southern Italians have left in search of work further north or abroad. While villages such as Sambuca di Sicilia have lured new residents in recent years with the offer of €2 dwellings, the village of Badolato found salvation by welcoming Kurdish refugees in 1997. They repopulated and restored the dying village, turning it into a gentrified destination.

For more on Badolato, see here.

15. Matera

A CAVERNOUS REINVENTION

Social activist Umberto Zanotti Bianco described Matera (pictured left) as a ‘Dantean horror’ in 1926, its crowded, unsanitary sassi (cave dwellings) widely considered the vergogna (shame) of 20th-century Italy. Vacated en masse in the 1950s, the abandoned sassi subsequently drew a scattering of squatters and artists before the Italian government encouraged their restoration in 1986. Unesco’s proclamation of the sassi as a World Heritage site in 1993 sealed Matera’s fate. Attesting to this extraordinary rebirth was Matera’s crowning as the 2019 European Capital of Culture.

For more on Matera, see here.





MEET THE
SOUTHERN ITALIANS

Warm, easygoing gourmands: there’s an ease to a friendship with southern Italians, though things move slowly here, so don’t expect anyone to be on time! GIANVITO FANELLI introduces his people.
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DON’T BE WORRIED  if, immediately after lunch, especially in summer, no one is on the street. It’s the only way to overcome the southern heat.

Generally, we almost always arrive late. We might eat at 3pm, and it’s normal to go out at 11pm. Prepare to slow your pace and enjoy the moments.
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You’ll notice many older people on the streets. Italy has one of the world’s highest life expectancies, the birth rate is at its lowest ever, and many young people have emigrated. Only in summer will you see a lot of younger people out and about.

To define southern Italy as a collective would be wrong. Each region has its specificities – environmentally, historically and anthropologically. However, some characteristics are universally attributed to the people of the south: a willingness to accommodate, with a warmth that sometimes borders on excessive. In the alleys of historical town centres, you can often find people sitting outside at the entrance to their homes. A few words might be exchanged, which might convert to an invitation into the house. This tendency perhaps stems from a particular historical legacy: the south has always been a crossroads of different peoples. Its ports have always been places of connection with elsewhere, which can also be seen in the varied architecture – a sign of stratification over thousands of years. It’s the same in how people speak. Sometimes it’s possible to find some common root in words, but still it’s difficult for a Campanian to understand a Sicilian fully, or a Calabrian to understand an Apulian.
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The slowness of life is, as they say, the cross and delight of the south. On the one hand, it allows for a more relaxed way of life, enjoying what Italians call ‘dolce far niente’ (sweet/pleasant idleness); on the other, it has perhaps historically resulted in less economic dynamism and entrepreneurial development. From time to time, studies and polls suggest that the quality of life is lower in the south because services are poorer than in the north, but this argument is often countered by claims that the more relaxed lifestyle negates these shortcomings. Maybe the truth lies in between.

What about the atmosphere and mood of the largest cities – Naples, Palermo, Bari? The only thing they share is the sea, and perhaps that’s the beauty of southern Italy: its great and elusive diversity.


POPULATION CHANGE

By 2065, due to migration and low birth rate, southern Italy’s population is predicted to decline by 5.1 million people, compared to 1.8 million in the north, according to an Associazione per lo sviluppo dell’industria del Mezzogiorno (SVIMEZ) report on southern Italy’s economy.
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THE REVERSE BRAIN DRAIN

I was born in Conversano, a town with 30,000 inhabitants, 20 minutes’ drive from Bari, in the heart of Puglia. When I was 18, I moved, like many, to Milan for university. Then I stayed there to work as a designer. In the last 10 years, 2 million southern Italians have moved north to find a job: some call it the ‘lost generation’. Thanks to remote working, I moved back to Puglia in 2021 (we call it ‘south working’). Others are following the same path. Some months ago, my company even opened an office in Bari, Puglia’s capital. Thanks to tourism and the generational change happening in family-run companies, I feel that young people are beginning to believe in the richness of their land and old-fashioned jobs, such as farming. Perhaps the famous ‘brain drain’ might stop, or slow down a bit.







THE SOUTH:
A MUSE TO CREATIVE MINDS

Southern Italy has long been manna to creative minds, its myths, ruins and dramatic landscapes inspiring everyone from Scottish architects to Italian runway royalty.
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FOR JOHANN WOLFGANG von Goethe, the south fuelled feverish passages in his celebrated travelogue Italian Journey. After arriving in Naples in early 1787, the German literary great mused: ‘One may write or paint as much as one likes, but this place, the shore, the gulf, Vesuvius, the citadels, the villas, everything, defies description’. Vesuvius in particular has gripped the imagination of countless painters, its fiery temperament captured by prolific artists including JMW Turner, Pierre-Jacques Volaire and Andy Warhol.

Goethe himself pondered Vesuvius’ destructive force while visiting Pompeii. The ruins had been unearthed only decades earlier, turning Campania into an essential Grand Tour stop. Yet, these time-warped treasures did more than lure travellers on highbrow gap years. They played a pivotal role in reshaping European tastes, fuelling a shift away from rococo towards neoclassicism. Across the continent, aristocrats began commissioning architects and designers to reproduce the clean, classical lines, rich colours and lithe sculptures of Campania’s ancient villas. Among the most prolific of these practitioners was 18th-century Scottish architect and designer Robert Adam, whose interiors and furniture channelled antiquity in grand British residences.

Southern antiquity would also shape the legacy of photographer Wilhelm von Gloeden. Moving to Taormina from Germany in the 1870s, the baron would become internationally renowned for his male nudes, many of which depicted young Sicilians and Campanians posing in sun-drenched mise en scènes littered with ancient columns and amphorae. While critics praised von Gloeden’s masterful use of lighting, the homoerotic undertones of his work were too much for Mussolini’s Fascist regime, which confiscated and destroyed many of the artist’s glass-plate negatives.
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More than a century later, the region’s Graeco-Roman relics would help define one of Italy’s most famous fashion houses. Seeking a logo for his burgeoning brand, Calabrian-born fashion designer Gianni Versace settled on the mythical Medusa, a figure he remembered from playing among local ruins as a child.

From the embrace of Puglia’s tombolo (bobbin lace) and pizzica folk dance at Dior’s 2021 cruise show in Lecce, to Gucci’s 2019 pre-fall shoot at the ruins of Selinunte, European harbingers of style have often channelled southern Italy for inspiration. Sicily has long been a muse for Sicilian-born Domenico Dolce and co-designer Stefano Gabbana. Since launching their label in the 1980s, the duo’s collections have regularly referenced the island’s landscapes and heritage, from its vegetable gardens and almond blossoms, to its Byzantine mosaics and kaleidoscopic carretti (Sicilian carts).
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Cinema’s answer to D&G is Giuseppe Tornatore. Director of the Oscar-winning Cinema Paradiso, the maestro’s visually sumptuous films conjure an intense Sicilian dreamscape – one of orange trees, baroque squares and melancholic fishing villages, black-clad widows, saints and sex. Like Versace, Tornatore channels the ancient ghosts of his land. In his coming-of-age film Malèna, the young, besotted Renato (Giuseppe Sulfaro) fantasises about encountering the enigmatic Malèna (Monica Bellucci) at her front door. While the scene is set in 1940, Bellucci – dressed in a billowy, dusty-pink gown – recalls a Greek or Roman goddess, a sumptuous reminder that in the south, past and present are one.

In Basilicata, the stark, mystical energy of Matera was not lost on director Pier Paolo Pasolini, who shot his biblical classic The Gospel According to St Matthew in the city. Decades later, Mel Gibson would follow in Pasolini’s footsteps, filming his own epic, The Passion of the Christ, among its ancient sassi (cave dwellings). Indeed, Matera’s raw, primal form and golden light has seen it stand in several times as the Holy Land.

Further west, on the Amalfi Coast, Pasolini found inspiration in the Gothic beauty of Ravello’s Villa Cimbrone, cast as the church of the aroused nuns in his film adaptation of Giovanni Boccaccio’s masterpiece The Decameron. The magnificence of the south’s Tyrrhenian coastline wasn’t lost on the 14th-century poet, who wrote: ‘It is believed that the coast from Reggio to Gaeta is nearly the most delightful part of Italy’. Six centuries later, in an interview with an American magazine, Gore Vidal named Villa Cimbrone’s panoramic Terrace of Infinity the most beautiful place he had ever seen on his travels. Ravello made quite an impression on the outspoken American writer and intellectual, who bought its cliff-clutching villa La Rondinaia in 1972. From its library, he wrote his memoir Palimpsest, which spills the tea on his long, eclectic list of house guests. Vidal threw lavish parties at La Rondinaia, some of which could have made Boccaccio’s own nuns blush.

Then, the Amalfi Coast is no stranger to rousing passion. DH Lawrence penned the most scandalous chapters of Lady Chatterley’s Lover at Villa Rufolo, the grounds of which inspired the magical garden of Klingsor in Richard Wagner’s opera Parsifal. Even the notoriously straight-shooting John Steinbeck was smitten by what director Vittorio de Sica called the Costa Divina (Divine Coast). Little wonder then that Odysseus tied himself to the mast of his ship as the only way to resist the song of the coast’s mythical femme fatales.
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ON NAPOLETANITÀ

Sophia Loren once famously quipped: ‘I am not Italian. I am Neapolitan! It’s another thing’.
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WHILE ALL ITALIAN  cities claim their own distinct identity, only ‘Neapolitan-ness’ makes it into Italy’s revered Treccani dictionary. According to it, napoletanità (Neapolitan-ness) is defined as both the condition of being and feeling Neapolitan, as well as ‘the set of traditions, customs, qualities and spiritual attitudes that constitute the historical heritage of Naples and the Neapolitans’.

So, what exactly are these attitudes, qualities and traditions? According to Neapolitan artist Federica Rispoli: ‘Napoletanità is fatalism. It’s o bbuono quanno vène, ca ‘o mmalamente nun manca maje’ (taking advantage of good luck when it happens, because bad luck is always around). It’s an attitude shaped by almost three millennia of invasions and liberations, plagues and miracles, booms and busts, earthquakes and eruptions. When you share a bay with a deadly volcano, the unpredictability of life is forced into sharp relief. The situation wasn’t lost on the German writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, who, admiring the sunset from Mt Vesuvius, commented: ‘Surely the Neapolitan would be a different human being if he did not feel himself wedged between God and Satan’. And so, while the Milanese micro-manage every minute, the Neapolitans are busy savouring the moment, whether it be a spontaneous political debate with their barista or a furtive afternoon tryst. Here, you won’t be met alle otte (at eight), you’ll be met verso le otto (around eight). In Naples, being present is almost always more important than being on time. Wander its streets and soon enough you’ll hear the well-worn adage: ‘A pagare e a morire c’è sempre tempo’ (There is always time to pay and to die).
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Napoletanità is noise, revelry and human connection. It’s honking horns, roaming restaurant musicians and impromptu fireworks in the middle of the night. Napoletanità is the city’s bassi (small, ground-floor apartments), doors and windows flung wide open, laundry and gossip spilling out onto the street. In Naples, hearts are worn on sleeves, ears are pricked up, and life is played out for all to see. Whether at a bar or at a bus stop, everyone has an opinion to give, a fortifying comment to make, an exasperated sigh to perform. For Rispoli: ‘Neapolitans are theatrical. They like to recount facts by putting something of themselves into them, becoming protagonists of the story, even when they have nothing to do with it’. In this tragicomedy called life, every Neapolitan is a star.

It’s only natural that a city as theatrical as Naples should gift Italy some of its greatest performers, many of whom have encapsulated napoletanità in their own work. Among them is the late stage and film actor Antonio de Curtis (Totò), whose iconic characters often embodied the irony and mocking of authority so deeply ingrained in the Neapolitan DNA. Another giant is singer-songwriter Pino Daniele. In his anthemic ‘Napule è’ – a bluesy ode to his hometown – he poignantly captures the contradictory nature of the city and its denizens. When Daniele died unexpectedly of a heart attack in 2015, viral videos captured moving scenes of Neapolitan crowds applauding the singer and breaking into collective song on the metro.
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Naturally, one cannot discuss napoletanità without mentioning Luciano De Crescenzo. A prolific film director and actor, De Crescenzo lovingly celebrated and lampooned the quirks of his fellow Neapolitans. His cult-status comedy Così Parlò Bellavista is a veritable compendium of napoletanità, sending up everything from the Neapolitans’ high-octane sociability, nosiness and love of exaggeration, to the art of arrangiarsi (making the best of whatever cards life deals) and furbizia (cunning). There’s the taxi driver, whose remedy for a traffic jam is to simply park on the footpath, pause the taxi meter and shout his flabbergasted Milanese passenger un bel caffè (a good coffee). In the bar, the Milanese’s request for a caffè amaro (unsweetened espresso) sets off a well-meaning, albeit invasive discussion among staff and customers about his weight and health. Upon discovering that he is the hiring honcho at Alfa Sud, the crowd whip out resumes at lightning speed, feverishly recommending their unemployed relatives to the besieged northern businessman.

In the film’s most famous scene – affectionately known as the Il cavalluccio rosso (The Red Rocking Horse) – Neapolitans gather around a middle-aged man (played by actor Riccardo Pazzaglia) who passionately recounts his encounter with a young thief while buying a rocking horse for his nephew. Each time that he finishes telling his story – peppered with theatrical bravado and side notes referencing relatives, the government and Our Lady of Mount Carmel – another curious onlooker arrives, wanting to know what the commotion is about. And so, the man restarts his long-winded story from scratch, his delighted audience never losing interest. While the scene is wickedly ironic, it is, at its core, a deeply felt tribute to the flamboyance, humanity and frustrations that underscore the Neapolitan character. As the revered Neapolitan playwright, screenwriter and actor Eduardo De Filippo succinctly put it: ‘Napule è ‘nu paese curioso è ‘nu teatro antico, sempre apierto. Ce nasce gente ca senza cuncierto scenne p’ ‘e strate e sape recità’ (Naples is a curious town and an ancient theatre, always open. It bears people who, without a concert, hit the street and know how to perform).
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CHANGE:
A SOUTHERN RENAISSANCE?

High unemployment and mafia crackdowns: media coverage of southern Italy has often been ignominious. Do recent stories of renewal spell change?
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COVID-19 DID MORE  than infect millions of Italians. It swept through the country’s lexicon, dusting off classic words like quarantina (quarantine), adding imports like lockdown, and creating whole new terms like ‘south working’. The latter describes a phenomenon until recently unimaginable to most Italians: the migration of young, employed people to southern Italy. As the pandemic forced a growing number of Italian companies to embrace the concept of working remotely, tens of thousands of southern workers based in northern cities such as Milan packed their laptops and headed back to their hometowns to continue working closer to loved ones and, in some cases, a better beach. For Italy, the trend has proven seismic, finally bucking a brain drain that has scourged the south since the 1800s.

Among these new ‘south workers’ is Gianvito Fanelli, a 31-year-old Puglian designer who, after a decade in Milan, has returned to his hometown of Conversano. Asked what he loves most about southern life, Fanelli replies: ‘The simplicity of human relationships, the beauty of my land and its produce, the vita lenta (slow-paced life) and, above all, being able to see the sea whenever I want’. Fanelli is optimistic about the longer-term viability of living in the sud: ‘From what I observe around me, things are moving. For instance, my former company is about to open branches in Bari and Salerno. Not only will this allow employees from Puglia and Campania to return home, it means that young locals won’t have to move 800km to work’. For Fanelli, there’s a palpable sense of possibility in the air: ‘Recent events like Matera’s role as the European Capital of Culture, the opening of Apple’s Developer Academy in Naples, not to mention Puglia’s tourism explosion have spread confidence. And confidence is perhaps the greatest fuel that has been lacking in the south for so long’.
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Yet, there is work to be done. Services and infrastructure, both physical and digital, continue to lag behind Italy’s north. These challenges are well known to Sicily-based project South Working, established in 2020 to sustain and promote remote workers choosing to live in the Mezzogiorno. Believing in its long-term economic and social possibilities, the organisation is involved in everything from creating co-working spaces and networking opportunities, to public policy proposals.

It’s an important investment given that many of the positive changes sweeping through the south are grassroots in nature. In Vieste, not-for-profit association La Rinascita dei trabucchi storici del Gargano has attracted widespread media attention for its restoration of Puglia’s historic trabucchi (stilted fishing shacks). Beyond safeguarding the skills of the Gargano’s elderly trabuccolanti (master trabucchi builders), the association is breathing new life into these important relics of Puglian history, which now host everything from traditional fishing experiences to olive-oil degustations and yoga classes. As association president and engineer Matteo Silvestri explains: ‘The trabucchi are the stories of entire Vieste families. My grandfather was a fisherman who emigrated to Germany to work in the coal mines. I hope that he is happy to have a grandson continuing a family tradition’.
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In Naples, annual visitors to the Catacombe di San Gennaro leapt from 5000 in 2006 to 160,000 in 2019. Behind the success is La Paranza, a co-operative established by parish priest Don Antonio Loffredo and made up of young people from the disadvantaged neighbourhood of Rione Sanità. In less than two decades, the co-operative has restored a string of local catacombs and churches, earning the group a prestigious European Heritage Award in 2022. It has also changed the fortunes of a neighbourhood until recently considered a no-go slum. According to a joint study published by the Università degli Studi di Napoli Federico II and the Università Vanvitelli in 2021, La Paranza’s efforts directly injected almost €22 million into Rione Sanità in 2018. For over 60% of visitors, the catacombs were one of the main reasons for visiting Naples itself. Flowing on from this success is a boom in new local restaurants, B&Bs and other enterprises. For La Paranza’s Vincenzo Porzio, the most important effect has been social: ‘Locals now have hope for the future and believe in the possibility of change’.

La Paranza’s success is not lost on Variabile K, a newly formed social enterprise in the town of Ercolano, southeast of Naples. For member Ottavia Semerari, ‘La Paranza’s experience proves that young creative people can manage heritage and, through it, improve a neighbourhood’s socio-economic situation while maintaining its soul’. Formed by six 20-somethings in 2022, the group has already involved hundreds of Ercolano locals in transforming an abandoned area of the town into a playground. With no budget, it has also launched FestiVark, a social creativity festival held at Villa Campolieto, one of several historic villas that flank Ercolano’s once glorious Miglio d’oro (Golden Mile). In future, Variabile K plans to involve local schools in its urban-renewal projects. According to Semerari, ‘Many locals in the Vesuvian area don’t see the potential of the heritage that surrounds them and feel that it’s something that doesn’t belong to them. We want to change these attitudes’. Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky famously proclaimed that ‘Beauty will save the world’. It may yet at least save the Mezzogiorno.
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“The best swimming is at Capo Vaticano, the tip of the rocky headland, which sheers away into the sea and offers perfect views of the Aeolian Islands.”
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“A sensual feast of geometric patterns, ziggurat crenellations, majolica cupolas and blind arches, Palermo’s cathedral is a larger-than-life example of Sicily’s unique Arab-Norman architectural style.”
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New and old collide in this busy
modern city on the Mediterranean
coast. Beach-hop and journey
backiin time to Sicily’s much-
lauded Valley of the Temples.
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BUS & TRAIN

With the exception of Trenitalia
trains trundling scenically
along the Tyrrhenian coast
between Catania and Trapani,
buses are generally faster and
more frequent. Private operator
Ferrovia Circumetnea (www.
circumetnea.it) runs trains
around Mt Etna. Across the
board, Sunday services are
limited.

BOAT

Regular car-passenger ferries
cross the Strait of Messina from
the Italian mainland to Sicily,
and once on theisland aflurry
of high-speed hydrofoils and
slower traghetti (ferries) sail to
Sicily’s off-shore Aeolian and
Egadiislands. Boats run year-
round, with reduced schedules
in winter.

Palermo

Sicily's capital is an intoxicatingly S?gﬂ;::be&?o Lipari
chaotic city, seductively spiced Town) Anidealisland-
with Byzantine mosaics, Arabic 0 hopping base, the
domes, frescoed cupolas and Aeolians’ largest
sensational food. and liveliestisland
Panarea delivers pebble
1 beaches, tasty dining,
Al -, oSanta Marina Salina artsy shopping and

Lipari Town arugged hinterland
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inlow season. Naples' public
transportis excellent, and there is
an extensive network of buses on
the Amalfi Coast and the islands.

WALKING

Walking will be a delight in
Naples’ neighbourhoods and in
Sorrento, Salerno and the small
towns of the Amalfi Coast. But
unless you're hiking, opt for
wheels in widely dispersed areas
like the islands, Campi Flegrei
and between Amalfi Coast cities.

islands. Procida was
Italy’s 2022 Capital of

Culture, while Capri
offers jet-set glamour
and Ischia’s waters
(may) have healing
powers.
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This 50km stretch of Castellabate

dramatic cliffs and rugged
coastline, punctuated by
fishing villages and lemon
groves, is everyone's
favourite version of Italy.
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Special features

o Italian cuisine
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We tellit like it is

Our job is to make amazing travel experiences happen.
Our recommendations are always independently
selected, with no influence from outside sources.

Our advice comes from first-hand experience, so you
canrely on us to help you have a great trip, every time.
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