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    Introduction


    


    "L'Italia senza Sicilia non lascia immagine nello spirito: qui e la chiave di tutto." (To see Italy without Sicily is not to see Italy at all, for Sicily is the key to everything.) Wolfgang Goethe


    


    Sicily has long been regarded as Italy's ball to kick. Its position at the toe of the mainland's boot has inspired many jokes at its expense. But Sicily actually has a lot to throw back. There aren't many places in the world where you can ski and then hit the beach afterwards for a refreshing dip; enjoy temperate climates year-round; go to markets with the most astounding array of seafood; see Greek, Roman, Etruscan, medieval and Arabic architecture all in one town as you meet some of the friendliest people in the world.


    


    The island of Sicily is like another world compared to the rest of Italy - only three km away over the Messina Straits. And in fact the people proclaim themselves Sicilians first, with distinct differences in language, culture, food and day-to-day living. Many visitors find this surprising but refreshing. The richness in culture is seen in the architecture, theater, cinema and art found everywhere. Despite the poverty, unemployment and much-publicized Mafia control, it's a vibrant and volatile place but far safer than tourists expect.


    Sicilians have a strong sense of community, the pace of life is slow, schedules seem to have no importance and it can be simultaneously frustrating, entertaining and totally memorable. But, whether you come here to fish, dive, hike, ski, play golf or trace your family origins, there is plenty that is appealing to visitors.

  


  
    

    History


    


    Sicily has a diverse history which has left it with an abundance of archaeological remains, architectural marvels and an eventful past. It was a constant pawn for marauding forces in the Mediterranean for over 6,000 years because of its strategic location. Each has contributed in some way to the richness of Sicilian culture but often at a cost as inhabitants bore the weight of one colonizer after another.


    Prehistory/Ancient Civilizations


    The Italian peninsula has supported human life for thousands of years. Cave paintings in Addaura on Monte Pellegrino confirm the presence of a Paleolithic culture in Sicily between 20,000 and 10,000 BC.
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    Temple of Hera in Selinunte


     


    The Carthaginians & Greeks (750-215 BC)


    After 900 BC Mycenean and Aegean trading contacts were replaced by Carthaginian ones from North Africa, particularly in western Sicily. The Carthaginians were originally Phoenicians from the eastern Mediterranean and they settled at Palermo, Solunto and Mozia in the eighth and seventh centuries BC - at the same time the Greeks were establishing colonies on the eastern coast of Sicily in Siracusa and Gela. The Greeks challenged the Carthaginians for control of Sicily and pushed them back to the western part of the island. The island was in a constant state of civil war.


    The scattered Greek colonies throughout Italy were known as Magna Graecia or Greater Greece, and their populations and wealth eventually overtook that of Greece itself. Under their rule Siracusa grew to become the rival of Athens. As a result, in 415 BC Athens dispatched an armada to help Segesta in their war with Siracusa-supported Selinus. Siracusa itself came under siege in 413 BC, but easily repelled its attackers.


    Romans & The Empire (218 BC-468 AD)


    Roman rule began when Siracusa fell in 211 BC. It became Rome's first province outside of the Italian peninsula. For 700 years Sicily was a province of Rome and became Rome's granary. Huge tracts of forests were cut for grain cultivation, Sicily's temples were stripped of their treasures, while the population was denied Roman citizenship and treated almost as slaves. As a result there were two major slave revolts. The Romans did not establish new settlements but Romanized the existing Greek ones, creating a Greco-Roman society. When the Republic finally began to decline, some peace and prosperity returned to the island. Sicilians were finally granted citizenship in the third century AD and it once again became an important center for trade.
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    Mosaic with hunters from a Roman villa near Piazza Armerina


     


    Barbarians, Byzantines & Arabs (468-1061)


    The centralized power of Rome over Sicily evaporated in 410 AD and a period of foreign rule by Vandals and Ostrogoths from North Africa ensued from AD 468 until 535. However, Barbarian rule was short and ended when the Byzantine general Belisarius took the island in 535. Sicily was then annexed to the Byzantine Empire, a medieval state ruled from Constantinople.


    The island enjoyed a few centuries of Byzantine rule that were largely peaceful and prosperous, although taxation was high. The Byzantine cultural influence lasted well into the Arab and Norman eras in Sicily. Under the Byzantines, Greek remained the culture and language of the majority. But Constantinople was never able to give much attention to Sicily and Muslim-Arab piratical attacks were common from North Africa as the Moors gained power in the Mediterranean. The Sicilians traded with the Arabs but nonetheless coastal raids became commonplace.


    In 700 the island of Pantelleria was taken and it was only due to internal struggles among the Arabs that they did not invade Sicily. By 800 many Arab merchants lived in Sicilian cities and trade agreements were signed. But in 827 a fully fledged Arab invasion took place. Thousands of Arabs, Berbers and Spanish Muslims, known collectively as Saracens, landed at Marzara del Vallo and took Palermo in 831. Palermo became the capital of the Arabs in Sicily and one of the world's greatest cities, with gardens, mosques and palaces. The Arabs brought with them other benefits: they resettled rural areas, renovated and extended irrigation, introduced new crops, developed mining, a salt industry, commerce and extended religious tolerance.


    However the Arabs were prone to divisive feuding. Sicily lost its central position in the Arab Mediterranean empire and became vulnerable again. The Byzantines attempted to retake the island but it was the Normans who eventually conquered.


    The Norman Conquest (1060-1194)


    The most brilliant age of Sicily's history of occupation belongs to the Normans who seized Messina from the Arabs in 1061 and captured Palermo 11 years later. It took them almost three more decades of bloody fighting to take the entire island. Their reign was brief but they managed to bring a lasting legacy of art and architecture in just over a century of rule. In that time five Norman kings ruled in Sicily.


    The Normans had a policy of acceptance and integration, using the existing frameworks available to form a governmental class. They introduced a Latinized aristocracy and superseded the Arabic language with French and Italian. The fine mosaics at Monreale, outside Palermo, attest to the Norman's brilliant architectural abilities.


    However, the death of William II in 1189 created a crisis in Norman Sicily. Henry the Hohenstaufen (or Swabian) arrived with a fleet to take over. There was little opposition and he crowned himself King of Sicily.


    The Swabian Dynasty (1194-1266)


    When Henry V died, the throne passed to his son Frederick II. Frederick imposed an authorative stamp on society and attempted to restore the broad framework of the Norman state. He encouraged the arts, science, law, medicine and Sicilian vernacular poetry. There was some measure of peace in Sicily during his half-century of rule until he died. The pope wanted to deprive the Swabians of their possession of Sicily and sold the throne to the king of England. Ten years later a new French pope deposed the English king and gave Sicily to the brother of the French king, Charles of Anjou. Charles immediately embarked on a campaign against the Sicilian population who had supported the Swabians. He plundered land and gave it to his followers, heavily taxing the population to cover the costs of recent wars. His punitive actions caused the nobility to turn against him, which began the Sicilian Vespers in 1282, a revolt against the French. Power passed to the Aragon dynasty and five centuries of Spanish rule followed.
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    Charles of Anjou by Arnolfo di Cambio


     


    The Spanish (1282-1713)


    Because of its domination by Spain during this period, the Renaissance had little impact on Sicily. Feudal bonds continued with the granting of large portions of land to the Spanish aristocracy in return for military service. During the centuries of Spanish rule, feuding, economic stagnation, corruption, increased taxes, plague and earthquakes burdened the people. The Catholic Church also rose to power under the Spanish. It was during this period that brigandry developed, with small gangs of armed peasants robbing large estates and causing mayhem, burning crops, killing livestock and the bailiffs whom the Spanish nobility had left in charge to collect rent when they moved to the cities. These bands were both feared and admired by the peasantry and were referred to as "mafia."


    The 17th & 18th Centuries


    This period saw continued unrest as short-term rulers controlled the island while it also suffered from natural disasters - an eruption of Mt Etna in 1669 and an earthquake in 1693. Austria was given the island in 1707 but ruled for just four years until a Spaniard, Charles of Bourbon, arrived to claim the throne of the Two Sicilies (Sicily and Naples). Following his death, Sicily passed under the control of the House of Savoy, an Italian family from southeast France. Again this was short-term and it was traded to the Austrians in 1720. In 1734 the Spanish again reclaimed the island.


    During the Napoleonic Wars, Sicily was one of the few places in Italy left unconquered by Napoleon. However, when he took Naples (part of the Two Sicilies) the King fled to Palermo under the protection of the British. When the tax demands on the Sicilan peasantry led to open revolt, the British intervened and persuaded King Ferdinand IV to summon a new parliament and adopt a constitution where Sicilian independence was guaranteed and feudalism abolished. When the British left after Napoleon's defeat, Ferdinand revoked the move.


    Unification


    Uprisings were common during this period and reached the ears of Giuseppe Garibaldi, who decided it was time to begin his war for the unification of Italy. In 1860 he arrived in Marsala with 1,000 men to liberate the island from Bourbon rule and Sicily became free of Spain for the first time since 1282. A 99½% majority voted in favor of a union with the new kingdom of Italy under Vittorio Emanuele II. However, within a few years Sicilians began to question whether the change of ruler had achieved anything. The populace was dissatisfied and in the years leading up to 1914 one and a half million Sicilians left their land for North and South America.


    During this period the power of the Mafia grew. In the vacuum of power that existed between the people and the state, gangs drawn up along family lines took on the role of intermediaries between tenants and owners of land, sorting out disputes and regulating affairs in the absence of an effective judicial system.


    By the 20th century, the island was suffering from emigration losses and from the effects of another earthquake in Messina.


    The World Wars


    The onset of World War I was a further blow to the Sicilian economy. In 1922, when Mussolini gained power, he sent Cesare Mori to Sicily to put an end to the Mafia. Thousands of suspected Mafiosi were imprisoned, but it simply drove the criminal class further underground or abroad, where it flourished. In the 1930s Mussolini encouraged wheat production in Sicily to give his nation more economic and agricultural self-sufficiency. However, the increase in wheat production was at the cost of the diversity of crops Sicily required and caused soil exhaustion and erosion.


    In exchange for the wheat production, Mussolini promised to return land to its rightful owners and introduce reform, but WWII put an end to that. During the war Sicily was occupied by the Germans and suffered heavily. The Allied invasions were successful in liberating the island from German rule but at the cost of heavy bombing and the return to power of the Mafia. Few Sicilian towns escaped aerial bombardment in a month of heavy fighting before the Germans abandoned the island. Messina in the island's east was the most heavily bombed of all Italian cities. The Mafia had played a key role in the Allied landings and subsequent success and, in return, those who had been imprisoned under Fascism were freed.


    The Republic


    After WWII radical changes occurred in Sicily. Anarchy, hunger, banditry and crime were widespread. The Mafia returned to their seats of power and a separatist movement pushed for independence from the mainland. In response to this, Sicily was granted regional autonomy in 1946, with its own assembly and president. In the same year Italy was declared a republic. During the latter half of the 20th century the Democrazia Cristiana (DC or Christian Democrats) became powerful, promising reforms and appealing to traditional values. The center-right Catholic party was aided by the Mafia, ensuring they came out at the top of the polls. In return, the Mafia received favorable contracts in the 1950s building period. In 1992 Sicily returned to the headlines when two anti-Mafia magistrates, Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino, were assassinated. The events triggered a general upheaval in Italian political life. Today Sicily is probably better off than at any oter point in its changeable history, but it still faces many economic, social and political problems.

  


  
    

    Geography/the Land


    


    Sicily is the largest of the Mediterranean islands, with an area of 10,023 sq. miles. It is surrounded by two parts of the Mediterranean Sea, the Ionian and Tyrrhenian. Around it lie a number of smaller islands: the Aeolians and Ustica in the north, the Egadi to the west and the Pelagie islands and Pantelleria in the south.


    Sicily was probably once connected to mainland Italy, just three km as it is from Calabria, and also to Africa, 160 km away. The island is triangular in shape and was name Trinacria (three points) by the Greeks.
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    Sicily from space


     


    The Triskele


    The Triskele or Trinacria is the ancient symbol of Sicily - the image of a woman with three running legs. When the Greeks circumnavigated the island they noted the three capes - Capo Peloro, Capo Pachino and Capo Lilbeo - that formed a triangle and called the island Trinakrias, meaning three promonotories. The Romans called it Trinacrium, meaning "star with three points." It is thought that the symbol originated during the Greek occupation as Greek coins have been found bearing the symbol. 
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    The original face on the symbol was that of Medusa, whose gaze had the power of petrifying anyone who looked at her. She had snakes upon her head instead of hair and the three legs symbolized the three corners of the island. Medusa's face has now been replaced by the friendlier image of an agrarian goddess with wheat stalks coming out of her hair, symbolizing Sicily's fertility.


    Terrain


    


    Some 83% of Sicily's surface area is mountainous or hilly, especially in inland regions. The remaining area includes level coastal areas and a large expanse of plains near Catania. The most extensive mountain areas are in the north and east. In the east is Mount Etna, the highest point on the island at 3,340 m (10,958 ft) and Europe's largest active volcano. Sicily actually has two of Italy's three active volcanoes, the other located on Stromboli in the Aeolian Islands.


    Sicily's precarious position over two continental plates makes it prone to earthquakes. A 1693 quake damaged many towns in the southwest. In 1908 Messina was almost destroyed and in 1968 the western part of the island was badly affected. The seismic activity, however, has also created tourist the attractions of Mt Etna, Stromboli and Volcano, where you can climb the volcanoes and bathe in thermal mud.
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    Mt. Etna


     


    Regions


    


    There are nine provinces in Sicily that take the name of their capital town or city - hence the Agrigento province also includes the city of Agrigento. The provinces have an associated two letter code - Agrigento which includes the Pelagic Islands (AG), Caltanisetta (CL), Catania (CT), Enna (EN), Messina, which includes the Aeolian Islands, (ME), Palermo, including Ustica, (PA), Ragusa (RG), Siracusa (SR) and Trapani, including the Egadi Islands and Pantelleria, (TP).
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    Climate


    


    Sicily's mild Mediterranean climate of hot, dry summers and short, mild winters makes it one of the most agreeable in Europe and perfect for travelers in every season. The intermediate seasons are short and more an extension of summer than of winter. They can also be warm enough for swimming in if the sirocco winds from Africa are blowing. There's also plenty of sun to be had (see the table below), with the average number of hours of sun per year at 2,500, compared to 2,000 on the Italian peninsula and 1,800 in southern France.


    In July and August the temperatures rise and the hot, dusty African sirocco winds blow. Space is at a premium on the coast, with jostling crowds from Italy and Europe. You will also find hotel prices higher and availability reduced. Temperatures usually hover in the high 80s to low 90s F but it can be hotter on the southern and western coasts than elsewhere in Sicily as these areas are most affected by the Saharan sand carried on sirocco winds. The cities are also oppressive during the summer. At this time of year the best places to be are on the coast or in the interior where the upper reaches are cool and green.


    The coldest months of the year are December and February when day temperatures are around 50°F and night time temperatures fall to about 32°, but rarely below. Winter is the wettest time of year and the highest rainfall occurs in November. During the winter the interior sections of the island are wet and windy and the upper reaches can even be bitterly cold, especially after dark. Inland, around Enna, it can get snowed under, but this then allows for skiing at Piano Battaglia (Madonie mountains) or Mount Etna. The most snow tends to fall in January.


    May and June or September and October are the best options for vacationers. You can still swim and there are fewer crowds. Autumn months are pleasant, with good food harvests.


    Rainfall


    Sicily's climate is subtropical, tending to desert, with rainfall typical of similar regions on the northern coasts of Africa. Most rainfall, if any, occurs in November and three-fourths of the annual total falls between October and March. June, July and August are the driest months of the year. Winter rains are scarce in the interior and heavier in the west and north of the island. Sunny Palermo has typically less rainfall annually than any other large city in Italy at about 19 unches per year.


    Water shortages are common in Sicily. Not only has Sicily recorded a diminishing annual rainfall and has the lowest annual records in the country at 15 inches but there are also no major rivers and lakes in the country to sustain the needs of the population. Some areas like the offshore islands have no fresh water at all due to low rainfall or high evapotranspiration.


    Italy as a whole has the highest water consumption per capita in Europe and the third-highest in the world. In Sicily population demands on water resources are also high. Leakages from reservoirs and badly maintained distribution networks also cause significant water losses, as does outright theft. In summer water restrictions are evident in major Sicilian cities.


    Flora & Fauna


    


    The differences in geology and climate around the island encourage a rich range of plant life, with everything from subtropical species to flora more typical of Northern Europe. Much of the plant life was brought in by various invading powers such as the Greeks and Phoenicians, who introduced vines, olives, figs and pomegranates. The Arabs planted dates, lemons, almonds and bitter orange used for marmalade, candied fruit and essence. Sweet oranges arrived in the 16th century via the Portuguese and tomatoes and prickly pears arrived about the same time. The mandarin was imported at the beginning of the 19th century and eucalyptus was also introduced to combat malarial marshlands. Sicily has also been noted as a grain-producing territory since the Romans first cultivated the terrain to send back produce to Rome.


    Today Sicily's coastal areas feature citrus orchards, olive trees and vineyards.
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