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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 Zakynthos, 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 Zakynthos, 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 Zakynthos 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 Zakynthos. 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.

© 2023 Apa Digital AG and Apa Publications (UK) Ltd.
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10 THINGS NOT TO MISS
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Ministry of Culture and Sports

1. Zákynthos Museum

Home to many fine late-medieval icons, frescoes and carvings. For more information, click here.
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2. Ágios Dhionýsios

Τhe island’s cathedral, dedicated to its patron saint Dhionysios, boasts vivid frescoes and colourful stained glass. For more information, click here.
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3. Bóhali Kástro

This Venetian castle beside the hamlet of Bóhali looms over Zákynthos town just to its north. For more information, click here.
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4. Vasilikós Peninsula

This beautiful, mostly undeveloped beach makes this corner of Zákynthos a popular venue for water sports. For more information, click here.

[image: Image]

Shutterstock

5. Blue Caves, Cape Skinári

Swimming here is an unforgettable experience; be sure to bring a mask and snorkel. For more information, click here.
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6. Shipwreck Bay

In autumn 1980, a freighter was driven aground here and now presents an immense spectacle under the cliffs. For more information, click here.
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7. Western Coastal Ridge

A rugged, unspoilt region of traditional villages, many spared severe damage by the 1953 earthquake. For more information, click here.
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8. Anafonítria Monastery

This late-Byzantine structure is of both monumental and historical interest. For more information, click here.
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9. Small-Boat Cruise Around Zákynthos

This is the best way to appreciate the rugged northern and western coasts of the island. For more information, click here.
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10. Strofádes Islets Excursion

The Strofádes offer a haven for resident or migratory wildlife. For more information, click here.


A Perfect Tour Of Zákynthos

Day 1

Zákynthos Town. In the morning, visit the Zákynthos and Solomos museums and soak up the atmosphere of central Platía Solomoú, before having a light lunch at nearby Varkarola. After a siesta, stroll along the seafront for a coffee or cocktail and enjoy a fish dinner at Komis after viewing the impressive interior of Ágios Dhionýsios cathedral.

Day 2

Boat tour of the island. Choose from one of the many daily boat tours that circumnavigate the island, usually in an anti-clockwise direction. This is the best way to admire the stunning coastline of Zákynthos: the two main highlights are the Blue Caves and Shipwreck Bay, but look out for the Kerí caves too. In the evening, dine at Malanos taverna.

Day 3

Vasilikós Peninsula and Laganás Bay. Rent a car for the rest of the week and start with a gentle drive down the Vasilikós Peninsula, stopping to visit the Sea Turtle Rescue and Information Centre at Yérakas. Don’t forget to swim at the splendid beach here! After lunch at To Triodi in Yérakas, head out for another dip at Límni Kerioú at the far end of Laganás Bay, before some much-needed bar action in central Laganás.

Day 4

Rugged Zákynthos. Pack your bags and take a drive across the fertile plain to the rugged western mountains, visiting traditional villages and monasteries, including the weaving and embroidery centre of Volímes. Take a dip at the delightful little beach of Xyngiá, before driving towards the island’s northern tip at Cape Skinári to stay at the unique Anemomilos converted windmills before eating supper at the affiliated taverna.

Day 5

Sweeping views and sea caves in the north of the island. Enjoy the stunning scenery of Alykés Bay and over to Kefaloniá from just outside of Katastári (the largest village outside the capital) along the road that continues over to the west coast. Stop off at the beach at Makrýs Yialós. and swim into one of the many sea caves before enjoying lunch at a local seaside taverna. If any of those tavernas don’t take your fancy, further on is the tiny headland of Mikrónisi, where you can eat at the single taverna overlooking boats bobbing in the small inlet. The boats are available to rent if you fancy a sea-based tour of the area.

Day 6

Boat trip to Blue Caves and Shipwreck Bay. If you didn’t take a full round-the-island trip on Day 2, the little port of Ágios Nikólaos is the starting point for a shorter jaunt to the nearby Blue Caves, and onward to Shipwreck Bay, weather permitting!

Day 7

Onward. From the Cape Skinári region you are perfectly placed to board the regular morning ferry from Ágios Nikólaos to Pesádha on Kefaloniá, should that island figure next on your travel plans.


Overview

Zákynthos (commonly also known as ‘Zante’) is the southeasternmost and third largest of the six principal Ionian islands in the sea of the same name; remote Kýthira was historically a seventh Ionian island, but today is governed from Piraeus. Zákynthos is found off Greece’s western coast, lying just off the western tip of the Peloponnese peninsula. The island’s much-used alias, Zante, springs from the medieval ditty that went ‘Zante, Zante, Fior di Levante’, meaning ‘Zante, Zante, flower of the East’; this was chanted because the island was so fragrant that passing sailors could sense its presence from the blossom scents that wafted out to sea long before they could actually see it.

Like nearby Kefaloniá, Zákynthos is predominantly made up of heavily folded Cretaceous limestones. Geologically speaking, the two islands form a unit, separated from Corfu to the north by the Kefaloniá fault zone. On Zákynthos in particular the island’s topography is easily related to its underlying geology; the western mountains (the highest point being the 756-metre Vrahiónas) are made of relatively hard Cretaceous limestones, while the gentler east is largely made up of Plio-Pleistocene mudstone or sandstone deposits. The Vasilikós Peninsula is a combination of hard Triassic evaporites and Plio-Pleistocene marls. Markedly folded rock strata point to a turbulent geological history, and both islands’ location along the Hellenic Subduction Zone (where the African tectonic plate is burrowing beneath the Aegean plate) gives rise to frequent earthquakes.

The area of Zákynthos extends to just under 406 sq km (just less than 157 sq miles) and is home to just fewer than 40,000 year-round residents (reduced from almost 50,000 in 1906). Although definitive figures from Greece’s 2021 census are not yet available, preliminary results suggest that no local population growth will be registered.
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Ruins of the monastery of Panagia Skopiotissa

In antiquity, Homer related that Zakynthos was the son of King Dardanos of the Peloponnese. Zakynthos settled on the island – thereby lending it his name – and created the fortification of Psophis, named after the ancient town in Arkadia from which he came. It is possible that the location of Psophis was on the site of the present-day kástro at Bóhali (for more information, click here).

The island of Zákynthos was an Athenian ally during the Peloponnesian Wars (431–404 BC); Athenian fleets made good use of the pitch near the lake of Kerí to make necessary repairs to their ships. Sadly, most (though not all) of these pitch wells have long since dried up.

After a somewhat lacklustre period under Roman and then Byzantine rule, Zákynthos was – like all of the other Ionian islands – seized by the Venetian Republic in 1386 or shortly thereafter, and remained a Venetian overseas possession until 1797 when Napoleon Bonaparte dissolved the Venetian empire. These years of Venetian tenure have left a visible mark on Zakynthian cuisine, crops, music, architecture and social mores which endures even to the present day.

The brief interlude of the semi-autonomous Septinsular Republic from 1799 until 1807, and another French interlude until 1815, was succeeded by a British protectorate which lasted until Zákynthos, along with the other Ionian Islands, was ceded to Greece in 1864 as a condition of Prince William of Denmark ascending the Greek throne as King George I.

During World War I, Zákynthos was – like much of Greece – divided into republican (that is to say, pro-Eleftherios Venizelos, a prominent leader of the Greek national liberation movement) and royalist factions. The balance was tipped towards the former by the French, who got involved in the conflicts in 1915 and again in 1917.

Today the island is still fertile, heavily vegetated with Mediterranean scrub and wildflowers (though not much forest) and receives, like all of western Greece, considerable rainfall between October and April. Summer visitors, though, can count on reliably sunny days, with average air temperatures between 24°C and 27°C, reaching highs of almost 33° C during July and August. Sea temperatures can approach 27° C in August, while the water is comfortably swimmable from May until October.


Prominent Poets

Prominent Zakynthians include the poets Ugo Foscolo, Andreas Calvos and Dionysios Solomos; the lawyer and diplomat Dionysios Romas; and the World War II resistance heroes Loukas Karrer and Archbishop Chrysostomos.



Tourism

The first package tourists arrived in 1982, brought by the British company Sunmed and later Club 18–30. Nowadays, scheduled airlines like easyJet and BA (May–Sept) serve the island direct from the UK, not just package charters. All of this has led to indiscriminate development along the south and east coast beaches of Zákynthos, bringing in its wake a huge annual influx of mostly British package tourists, although numbers have steeply declined in recent years due first to Greece’s economic crisis and then to the Covid-19 pandemic.

Nevertheless, the boom years injected a considerable amount of cash into the local economy, although much of it remained in the hands of the major international tour operators and large hotel owners. The tourists have also brought with them some unwelcome social behaviour, including bouts of heavy drinking and occasional violence.
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Xigia Beach

As well as this social disruption, there has been a huge environmental impact resulting from such a large number of visitors. Prior to the tourist boom the island was extremely poor, with a severely underdeveloped infrastructure. Eager to exploit a steady source of income, locals threw up shoddy hotels and resorts with little regard for their environmental impact, never mind the water and sanitation needs of up to 700,000 visitors per year (although more recently, overseas arrivals are down to about a quarter of a million annually). By the mid-1990s it was realised that action needed to be taken to protect the endangered species that make their homes here, such as the loggerhead turtle, and to preserve sensitive areas. After a long – and occasionally bitter – campaign by Greek conservationist activists, the National Marine Park of Zákynthos was established in 1999 (for more information, click here). Over two decades later, there is still friction between ecologists and local businessmen, because many of the protective measures stipulated by law have not been fully implemented in practice.


WILDLIFE ON ZAKYNTHOS

As well as being home to several species of mammal, Zákynthos has a number of interesting reptiles. One of the most spectacular is the large but harmless-to-humans Aesculapian rat snake (Zamenis longissimus), which can grow up to 2m (6.5ft) in length; similarly gigantic are Montpelier snakes (Malpolon monspessulanus), again non-venomous rodent- and lizard-catchers. Small birds include woodchat shrikes (Lanius senator) and beautiful golden orioles (Oriolus oriolus). In scrubland or agricultural areas, three kinds of warblers may be found. Among birds of prey, you may sight Eleonora’s falcons swooping about the cliffs of the north and west coasts, and adorable little owls (Athena noctua), which are often visible and audible by day – they perch on utility wires and ruined buildings. Listen out by night for the tiny Scops owl (Otus scops), much more often heard than seen (its distinctive, repetitive pewping sounds like a submarine’s sonar), and barn owls (Tito alba). The headline wildlife species of Zákynthos is, however, the majestic loggerhead sea turtle; for more information, click here.
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