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HOW TO USE THIS E-BOOK




Getting Around this e-Book

This Rough Guide Mini e-book is designed to inspire you and help you plan for your visit to Corfu, and is also the perfect on-the-ground companion for your trip.

The guide begins with our selection of Highlights, plus a Perfect Itinerary feature to help you plan an unforgettable trip. The Introduction and History and Culture chapters give the lowdown on Corfu, past and present, while the Out and About chapter is a comprehensive guide to all the best sights. You will find ideas for getting active in Things to Do, while the Food and Drink chapter introduces you to the local cuisine and gives listings of our favourite restaurants by area. Travel Essentials offers just that; practical information to help you plan your trip. Finally, Where to Stay provides a special selection of hotels for every budget.

In the Table of Contents and throughout this e-book you will see hyperlinked references. Just tap a hyperlink once to skip to the section you would like to read. Practical information and listings are also hyperlinked, so as long as you have an external connection to the internet, you can tap a link to go directly to the website for more information.

Maps

All key attractions and sights in Corfu are numbered and cross-referenced to high-quality maps. Wherever you see the reference [map], tap once to go straight to the related map. You can also double-tap any map for a zoom view.

Images

You’ll find lots of beautiful high-resolution images that capture the essence of Corfu. Simply double-tap an image to see it in full-screen.

About Rough Guides:

Published in 1982, the first Rough Guide – to Greece – was created by Mark Ellingham and a small group of friends who couldn’t find a guidebook to meet their needs. Combining a contemporary, journalistic style with a thoroughly practical approach to travellers’ needs, the immediate success of the book spawned a series that rapidly covered dozens of destinations. These days, Rough Guides include recommendations from budget to luxury and cover more than 120 destinations worldwide, all regularly updated by our team of ever curious, roaming writers. These Rough Guide Minis may be small, but they are packed with information and inspiration and offer amazing value for money.

© 2022 Apa Digital AG and Apa Publications (UK) Ltd.
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10 THINGS NOT TO MISS
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1. The northeast coast

This part of Corfu is particularly beautiful, with pebble coves and striking mountain scenery. For more information, click here.
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2. The west coast

Noted for its glorious powdery beaches, including the golden-sand Glyfáda. For more information, click here.
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3. Byzantine Museum

This Corfu Town big-hitter houses a fine collection of icons painted by refugee Cretan masters settled on Corfu. For more information, click here
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4. Paxí and Andípaxi

Take a day-trip to the delightful island of Paxí and its tiny satellite. For more information, click here.
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5. Angelókastro

This hilltop medieval fortress offers sweeping views over over Paleokastrítsa and the brilliant blue sea. For more information, click here.
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6. The Listón

The capital’s elegant promenade was modelled on the Rue de Rivoli in Paris. For more information, click here.
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7. Monastery of Paleokastrítsa

The island’s most famous beauty spot. For more information, click here
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8. Archaeological Museum

The massive Gorgon pediment dominates this Corfu Town attraction. For more information, click here.
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9. Museum of Asian Art

Unexpected, world-class collection in the Corfiot capital. For more information, click here.
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10. Achilleion Palace

This grandiosely kitsch building is one of the most visited sights on the island. For more information, click here.


A Perfect Week In Corfu

Day 1

Corfu Town. Start with a coffee at a café on the Listón. Cross the Spianáda to take in the Paleó Froúrio, then marvel at the Asian Art and Archaeological museums. After lunch, climb the Néo Froúrio, then head out to Glyfáda or Kondogialós for a swim. Watch the sunset from the Kaiser’s Throne at Pélekas. Return to town for dinner.

Day 2

The south. On your way south, stop at the Paleópolis museum, then visit the Achilleion. Have lunch at Boúkari Beach or Alonaki Bay tavernas, then spend the afternoon on the beach – Íssos has dunes, Agía Varvára is more child-friendly. Try Klimataria in Benítses, or Venetian Well in Kérkyra Town, for supper.

Day 3

The northeast. Head northeast from town, pausing to visit the National Gallery Annexe in Káto Korakiána. Have lunch at Agní, Kouloúra or Ágios Stéfanos. Kamináki and Kerasiá have the best pebble beaches in the area. In the evening, drive up to Paleá Períthia for dinner in the old village square. Change your overnight base to Kassiópi, Róda or Aharávi with tomorrow’s trip in mind.

Day 4

Eríkoussa. Hop on a small boat in Róda or Sidári for a day-trip to Eríkousa, the closest of the Diapóndia islets. Then head to Perouládes to watch the sunset from the cliffs over Longás beach. Be sure to pre-book a stay at Delfino Blu Hotel in Ágios Stéfanos Gýrou, or arrange to have dinner at their gourmet restaurant.

Day 5

Northwest. Start the day at magnificent Ágios Geórgios Págon beach, with lunch at Akrogiali taverna towards the south end of the bay. Then head to the castle of Angelókastro for its views over Paleokastrítsa, your late-afternoon destination – perhaps another swim before visiting the lovely Theotókou monastery towards dusk. Have dinner in Doukádes village, at Elizabeth’s (for more information, click here), before an overnight stay close to Kérkyra’s new port.

Day 6

Paxí and Andípaxi. Take a day cruise to these two islets south of Corfu. Likely targets will be the Paxiot west coast with its spectacular Orthólithos stack and sea caves which the boat enters, or the mock-Caribbean coves lining Andípaxi’s northeast coast. Dinner on return in Kérkyra Town – perhaps at La Famiglia (for more information, click here) for some Italian fare.

Day 7

Round-up. Today, catch whatever you’ve missed so far. Try the Patounis Soap Factory just off Sarroko Square; the nearby Scuola Greca synagogue, the main remnant of the Jewish community destroyed in 1944; or the Folklore Museum in Sinarádes. Have lunch in town at Mouragia for views of Vídos islet and some sea breeze, or tuck into seafood at Roula’s, overlooking Gouviá yacht port. Finally, take an excursion boat from the old port to Vídos, with its decent beach and cenotaph for the Serbs deceased here in 1916. Have a final dinner at Salto Wine Bar, also at the old port.


Overview

Swathed in a blanket of deep green vegetation, its mountainous skyline subsiding into a crystal-clear, turquoise sea, Corfu is known as Greece’s Emerald Island. It is not only among the lushest of Greece’s myriad islands, but one of the prettiest as well. Flowering shrubs and trees cloak most of its rolling landscape, and in spring the island explodes in a brilliant wild flower display.

Corfu’s sunny beaches, spectacular scenery and charming capital have enchanted visitors – including many writers and artists – through the centuries. The wonderful clear light and stunning vistas of the island are thought to have been the inspiration for settings in Homer’s Odyssey and Shakespeare’s The Tempest. In more recent times, the British writer and painter Edward Lear depicted many views of Corfu’s now famous sights, while the authors Lawrence and Gerald Durrell both lived here and wrote entertaining books about island life.

Secluded resorts

Since the late 1970s, Corfu has become a popular British playground; for many years over half of the island’s holiday visitors came from the UK. No doubt early visitors felt at home in Kérkyra Town (Corfu Town) sipping ginger beer and watching cricket matches – both relics of British rule (1814–64) that can still be enjoyed today. The introduction of cheap package tourism in the 1980s gave Corfu something of a reputation as a ‘party island’. However, the party scene was always restricted to a few enclaves, and since the millennium some of those have mellowed considerably. Nonetheless, there are definitely still a few places that are best avoided by anyone who prefers the atmosphere of a Greek island to a rowdy British seaside town. Lately, however, numbers of central/eastern Europeans – Poles, Serbs, Russians, Czechs, Romanians and Bulgarians – plus Israelis, have risen sharply.


All Greek to me

Language is no problem for most visitors. Many locals speak English or Italian, and most signs are posted in both Greek and Roman characters.



[image: Image]

iStock

The dramatic beauty of the northeast coast

Many resorts are small, quiet and secluded, in keeping with island character and scale. Though development has been rapid on some parts of Corfu, it is still much less overbearing than in many other Mediterranean destinations. There is only one high-rise horror (at Barbáti) and only the occasional large hotel, and actually, much of the island remains untouched by mass tourism. The main resorts are really crowded only in July and August and remarkably, even in peak season you can still find secluded places for sunbathing and hiking. You just have to make an extra effort (usually on foot or by boat) to get there.

Location and size

Corfu is the most northerly of the Ionian group of islands. Just across the water to the east are Albania and the Greek mainland. Italy lies only 40 nautical miles to the northwest. To the south are delightful Paxí and the other Ionian islands (Lefkáda, Itháki, Kefaloniá, Zákynthos and Kýthira). However, island-hopping here is an option only for travellers with lots of time on their hands; it involves travel via the mainland.

Corfu is also Greece’s western gateway and has proudly styled itself ‘the entry to the Adriatic’. It is telling that the Ottomans – who conquered the rest of mainland Greece and Lefkáda among the Ionian Islands – failed to gain a foothold here. Instead, it was the great Western European powers of the day (Venice, France and Britain) that left their mark during five centuries of island occupation. Nowhere is this more noticeable than in the elegant architecture and cosmopolitan atmosphere of Kérkyra Town. Where else in the world could you sit at a French-style café, amid Venetian streets, sipping Greek coffee while gazing at an English palace? This stylish capital is regarded as the loveliest town in all the Greek islands, and a visit here is a highlight of most visitors’ holidays.
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The Listón, Kérkyra (Corfu) Town

In its shape Corfu resembles a scythe, measuring about 65km in length and ranging in width from 4km to 30km. The island is the exposed crown of a submerged mountain range that broke off from the mainland to the east aeons ago. The highest point is Mt Pandokrátor, only a relatively modest peak of 914m, but on this relatively small island it takes on much more importance, and the summit is reached by an impressive ascent along steep hairpin bends.

Hire a car, if only for a few days, since you can very easily get around and explore the whole island. As you tour Corfu you’ll see undulating hills and stone terraces bordered by silvery groves of prized olive trees – venerable and gnarled. In the past they were an economic lifeline for the island, and still provide excellent olive oil and useful wood. The island is also graced with groves of kumquat and lemon trees (giving off a glorious aroma in spring), plane trees, jacaranda, palms, wisteria, myrtle and oleander. Even the simplest homes are adorned with verdant grape arbours and enormous, beautiful clusters of roses or bougainvillea. Most memorable of all are the groves of tall, slim cypresses rising like sentries on the hillsides.

Visit in spring or early summer, if possible, to see the best of the island’s flora: there are 100 native wild flowers alone that grow nowhere else. You might get a little wet then, but it’s a price worth paying. The reason for Corfu’s remarkably luxuriant vegetation is that more rain falls here – deflected by the nearby mainland mountains – than in any other part of Greece: typically 1m between October and June. However, during mid-summer this is very much an island in the sun.

Clean beaches, casual living

Corfu has about 200km of coastline with some of Europe’s most beautiful and cleanest beaches. They vary from strips of pure golden sand to fine pea-gravel or bright white pebbles, and combinations of all three. While swells for surfing can be found on the western shores, there are plenty of calm bays suitable for all the family on the more protected east coast. As for the sea itself, in any one cove the range of clear blues seems to defy the colour spectrum. Don’t miss a day-trip to the Diapóndia islets or Andípaxi, where the waters are as clear as those in the Caribbean.

Around 130,000 people live on Corfu. Some emigrate – attracted by life abroad or in the big mainland cities – but many never leave the island. Instead, the world comes to them, in increasing numbers that today reach one million annually. Yet despite the seasonal influx of visitors, the inhabitants on the whole retain a fresh, open simplicity that delights visitors.

Life on Corfu is casual and unhurried. For the punctilious northern European visitor it can sometimes be a bit too casual: waiting for a bus that is 20 minutes late (or never comes); the ‘fast-food’ souvláki, for which you have to queue for 15 minutes; the restaurant order that takes an eternity to arrive cold. Be patient and remember that nobody ever came to Corfu (or anywhere else in Greece, for that matter) for swift service, gourmet food or impeccable plumbing. After all, the slow pace of life here is intrinsic to Greece’s appeal for most visitors.
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Barbáti beach, northeast Corfu


History and Culture

Little is known about Corfu’s first inhabitants. Prehistoric traces found at Gardíki in the southwest date back to the Middle Palaeolithic Era (c.40,000 BC), when the island was probably joined to the Greek mainland. Unlike on other Ionian islands, however, no traces of Mycenaean settlements have ever surfaced on Corfu, which may instead have been held by the Phoenicians during the late Bronze Age (1500 BC to 1150 BC).

Corfu’s acknowledged history begins in 734 BC, when the Corinthians established a colony called Korkyra, south of today’s Kérkyra Town, in an area known as Paleópolis (Old City). Archaeological digs (still in progress) have turned up temples near Kardáki Spring and Mon Repos, but the ancient city was otherwise destroyed by barbarian raiders and its stone masonry subsequently used to build medieval Kérkyra Town. The famous, early-6th-century BC Gorgon pediment from the Temple of Artemis, now in the Archaeological Museum, is the most important surviving artefact of Archaic-period Korkyra.

Prospering from trade with southern Italy, Korkyra grew into a strong maritime power. In 665 BC, Korkyra defeated Corinth in what the historian Thucydides described as the first naval battle in Greek history, thus gaining independence and subsequently founding colonies of her own. Corfu’s pact with Athens against Corinth and Sparta in 433 BC proved to be, according to Thucydides, the final straw that set off the Peloponnesian War and hastened the end of Classical Greece.
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The Byzantine church of Ágii Iáson ke Sosípatros

From then on, Corfu suffered attack, pillage and often highly destructive occupation. Situated barely a nautical mile from the Epirot mainland at its nearest point, Corfu’s safe harbours, fertile soil and strategic position between the Adriatic and Ionian seas made it a prize worth contesting by any power aiming to control the region.

Roman conquest, barbarian raids

Around 229 BC a Roman fleet arrived and seized the island from the Illyrian queen Teuta, making Corfu the Roman republic’s earliest Adriatic conquest. For the next five and a half centuries, Corfu prospered as a Roman naval base. En route to and from battles Nero, Tiberius, Cato, Cicero, Caesar, Octavian and Mark Antony (with Cleopatra) were among the Roman notables who visited Corfu. During the 1st century AD two saints – Iason (Jason) and Sosipatros (Sosipater) – brought Christianity to the island. Certain structures at Paleópolis are among the few remnants from Corfu’s Roman period.

When the Roman Empire split in the 4th century AD, its eastern half, Byzantium, took administrative control of Corfu but could provide little security. Rampaging Vandals raided the island in AD 445, while in AD 562 a horde of Ostrogoths badly damaged Corfu’s ancient capital. which, however, was only slowly abandoned from the 7th century onwards.

Partway through the 10th century, the Corfiots moved their capital 2km north of Paleópolis and built their first fortress on the rocky bluff commanding the town’s eastern sea approach. The Old Fort still stands today on this site. Elsewhere, islanders abandoned coastal settlements and retreated inland to establish protected hillside villages.

Normans and Sicilians

Then appeared a formidable new enemy. Several times between 1080 and 1185, Norman forces crossed the sea from Sicily and Italy to attack Corfu and nearby outposts of the enfeebled Byzantine Empire. The rulers in Constantinople asked for help, the Venetians responded and thereafter took an active interest in the destiny of both Corfu and the empire as a whole.

When Doge Enrico Dandolo and his Fourth Crusade seized Constantinople in 1204, the spoils claimed by Venice included western Greece, parts of the Peloponnese and the Ionian islands. However, Venice was unable to extend immediate control over all its new possessions and Corfu aligned itself with the Greek Despotate of Epirus, which then held parts of what are today Albania and western Greece. In 1214 Mikhaïl Angelos Komnenos II, head of the despotate, formally acquired the island, strengthening existing fortresses at Angelókastro and Gardíki.
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Mandráki swimming lido and yacht harbour

However, the Normans still had designs on Corfu. In 1259, the island was presented to King Manfred, the Hohenstaufen king of Sicily, as Mikhaïl’s daughter Helena’s dowry. Eight years later, the new king of Sicily and Naples, Charles d’Anjou, became the overlord of Corfu, where his family – the Angevins – subsequently ruled for over a century. During this time the traditional Eastern Orthodoxy of the island was almost extinguished by the new official religion of Roman Catholicism.

Venetian rule

As Angevin power diminished, Corfu’s fledgling assembly of 24 barons, mindful of the danger presented by marauding corsairs, invited Venice to send in a protective military force. The Venetians landed on 20 May 1386, beginning an uninterrupted occupation that lasted for over four centuries. In the following year, Corfu officially became part of the Stato da Màr, the Venetian maritime empire. Kérkyra Town prospered once again as a key port for galleys plying far-flung commercial routes, and the Venetians turned the Byzantine fort in Kérkyra Town into an impregnable bastion.

In 1463, having swept across mainland Greece, the Ottoman Turks declared war on Venice.
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