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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
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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.
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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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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: ]
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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.


[image: jpg]

D.Bond/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

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.
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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.

[image: jpg]

Ragemax/shutterstock ©

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.

[image: jpg]
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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: ]

[image: jpg]

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.

[image: jpg]

Sergii Figurnyi/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

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.

[image: jpg]

DaLiu/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

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.

[image: jpg]

trabantos/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


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]

kavalenkava/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

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.

[image: jpg]
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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

[image: jpg]

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.

[image: jpg]

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.



[image: jpg]

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’
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roofed villages, and take in the

outrageous baroque flourishes of
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HISTORY AND TEMPLES .
Dive into the hyperactive streets of Naples & Puglia
Naples, bustling and hustling for almost Campania

3000 years. Feast eyes and spiriton
some of Italy’s greatest works of art
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everything fromGreektemples, medieval
castles and art-jammed royal palaces,
tointoxicating street life, volcanic
landscapesand lush, lemon-scented
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Calabria &
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Calabria & Basilicata

HEART AND HISTORY AMID
SOARING MOUNTAINS

Sicily
Italy’s toe, rural and little known to foreign
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largely confined to the regions' dazzling
beaches and the cavernous city of Matera;
ventureinland to explore untamed
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ANCIENT RUINS AND
VOLCANIC ADVENTURE
More than Italy’s most southerly region, Sicily
isaworld untoitself, a rousing sweep of fiery
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Climb Mt Etna, sail away to an Arabesque

island, or devour art and aranciniin one of its
cosmopolitan cities.
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