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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 Kefaloniá, 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 Kefaloniá, 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 Kefaloniá 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 Kefaloniá. 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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1 Korgialenois Museum

This museum in Argostóli presents the Belle Époque life of the Kefalonián bourgeoisie, plus valuble archival photos. For more information, click here
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2 Kástro Ágios Geórgios

If open, the main Venetian stronghold and capital offers stunning views. For more information, click here
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3 Skála

Roman villa mosaics at Skála are the most compelling ancient remains on Kefaloniá. For more information, click here

[image: Image]

iStock

4 Mount Énos

The fir trees of Mount Énos are the reason for the national park here. For more information, click here
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5 Melissáni

This lake-cave never fails to impress. For more information, click here
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6 Palikí Peninsula

The beaches on this peninsula, many with orange sand, are the most scenic on the island. For more information, click here
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7 Island wineries

A premium winery, such as Gentilini or Oreálios, affords a chance to sample the best vintages from Kefaloniá’s burgeoning wine industry. For more information, click here
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8 Ássos

Whether seen from above or at sea level, Ássos and its castle is easily the most scenically set of the west-coast settlements. For more information, click here
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9 Fiskárdho

With its achingly pretty port, Fiskárdho, like much of the north, escaped severe damage in the 1953 earthquake. For more information, click here
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10 Vathý

This charming town on Itháki has been rebuilt to its pre-1953 profile, right down to its mostly canal-tiled roofs. For more information, click here


A PERFECT TOUR OF KEFALONIÁ

Day 1

Argostóli and Lixoúri. Start with a coffee on Argostóli’s central Platía Valliánou. Then stroll down Lithóstroto, detouring to take in the Korgialénios History and Folklore Museum before lunch at Tzivras. Later take your rental car across to Lixoúri, hitting Xi or Kounópetra beach. Back in Argostóli, have supper at waterfront Kyani Akti before bed.

Day 2

Argostóli and Lássi. Another day in and around Argostóli: visiting the Gentilini winery beyond Lássi, the Focas-Kosmetátou Foundation exhibition in town and then across the gulf to Lixoúri and beyond to Petaní beach for lunch at Xouras taverna and a well-deserved dip in the sea, before returning to base. Have dinner at Casa Grec in Argostóli.

Day 3

South coast. Head across the Livathó plain, pausing at Kástro Ágios Geórgios before a dip at Ávythos or Lourdháta beach. Next stop is the Orealios Gaea Wine Co-op, followed by a drive up Mount Énos to view the native firs. Enjoy lunch at Káto Katélios, and stay the night at Skála resort.

Day 4

Skála. Take in the Roman villa floor mosaics at Skála before continuing northwest to visit the Melissáni and Dhrogaráti caves, and then lunching in Sámi or Agía Evfimía. Cross the island via Dhivaráta to Ássos where you overnight.

Day 5

Ássos. Enjoy the castle and a swim before departing north towards Fiskárdho. En route, detour to Agía Ierousalím for lunch at Odysseas and perhaps another dip before arriving at Fiskárdho, where you have dinner and stay overnight.

Day 6

Boat trip. Rent a small boat to reach a nearby beach – perhaps Fokí or Dhafnoúdhi – where you spend the middle of the day prior to another overnight and dinner in Fiskárdho.

Day 7

Ágia Evfimía and Itháki. Leave Fiskárdho, heading south along the easterly road through Neohóri, arriving at Ágia Evfimía in time for a swim and lunch at Amalia taverna before boarding the ferry from Sámi to Pisaetós on Itháki. Missed the last daily ferry (likely)? No problem, overnight in Sámi, having dinner at Akrogiali or Karnagio tavernas.

Day 8

Vathý. Safely arrived on Itháki, settle into your hotel before lunch at Trehantiri and, if feeling energetic, take a walk to the southerly Odysseus sites, or more lazily a dip at one of the pebble beaches such as Sarakíniko Dinner at To Kohili.

Day 9

Stávros and around. Explore the north of Itháki by car. Stávros has a worthwhile museum and a good lunch tavern (O Tseligas); have a swim at beautiful Afáles beach before dinner in Fríkes (Odysseus taverna) or Kióni (Avra taverna) prior to another overnight in Vathý.

Day 10

Back to Argostóli. Return to Kefaloniá by ferry in time for your flight home, dropping your rental car at the airport.


OVERVIEW

Located in the sun-drenched Ionnian Islands, Kefaloniá has a somewhat forbidding and mountainous landscape but with it comes beautiful inlets sheltered by steep rocky enclaves, long sandy beaches and mesmerising coastal drives. As with most Greek islands, the people are welcoming and hospitable – although rival island neighbours have been known to say that Kefaloniáns are more reserved and eccentric. A famous local legend helps to somewhat explain this point of view. It tells of Lixoúri satirist Andreas Laskaratos whose impiety prompted the local bishop to excommunicate him, which among other things meant that he would lie incorruptible in his grave and be liable to become a vampire. Laskaratos’ response was to beg the bishop to also excommunicate his favourite pair of boots, so that they too would last forever.

Following the devastating earthquake of the 1950s, there was a large wave of emigration to North America and Africa, and the subsequent departure of islanders in search of work on the mainland, has borne its scars over the years. But interestingly, those who leave are steadily replaced by returning emigres who’ve made their fortune and with people from other islands in search of a better life; ensuring a pleasant continuity and natural balance on the island, testament to its enduring appeal.


MYTHICAL ORIGINS

According to Greek mythology, Taphios, the son of Poseidon and the sea-nymph Hippothoë, established the city of Taphos on the Peloponnese. Under his son Pterelaos this expanded to include the nearby Ionian islands, and so the inhabitants of Kefaloniá became known as Taphioi. The present-day name is said to come from Kephalos (Cephalus) – a son of the king of Ileia – and the names of the four ancient cities (for more information, click here) from his four sons: Kranios, Palevs, Pronessos and Samos.



Geology and environment

One evident attribute of the island is its unique and important natural environment. The sea around Kefaloniá is beautifully clean, crystal clear and home to a small population of rare Mediterranean monk seals and one of the most endangered species to be found in Greek waters: the loggerhead turtle.


Sacred snakes

The most famous Kefalonián snakes are the small, harmless specimens which emerge most years in Markópoulo village between 7 and 15 August, the festival of the Dormition of the Mother of God. They have a small cross-shaped mark on their head and, if they fail to appear on time, it is considered a bad omen for the year concerned.



Kefaloniá is formed predominantly of hard Cretaceous limestone riddled with many caves, and is separated from the other Ionian islands to the north by the Kefaloniá fault zone. The heavily folded rock points to a turbulent geological history, and Kefaloniá’s position along the Hellenic Subduction Zone gives rise to numerous earthquakes.

Kefaloniá has an area of 780 sq km (302 sq miles), making it the largest of the seven Ionian Islands, which extend from Corfu in the north to Zákynthos in the southeast. Along with its small, co-governed neighbour Itháki (96 sq km/37 sq miles), the population is just under 38,000.

As well as being home to several species of mammal (including martens, Martes foina, and – on Mount Énos – endangered feral ponies, of which barely a dozen remain), Kefaloniá has a number of interesting reptiles. One of the most spectacular is the large but non-venomous Aesculapian rat snake (Zamenis longissimus), which can grow up to 2 metres (6.5ft) in length; of a similar size is the Montpellier snake (Malpolon monspessulanus), another harmless rodent- and lizard-catcher.

Among birds of prey, you may spot Eleonora’s falcons swooping about the cliffs of the north and west coasts, and little owls (Athena noctua), often visible and audible by day, perched on utility wires and ruined buildings. At night, listen out for the tiny Scops owl (Otus scops), more often heard than seen (its distinctive, repetitive peeping like a submarine’s sonar), and barn owls (Tito alba). Smaller birds include the woodchat shrike, (Lanius senator), the house martin (Delichon urbicum) and the beautiful golden oriole (Oriolus oriolus). Three kinds of warbler can be found in scrubland or agricultural areas.
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Melissáni cave lake

Tourism

The history of tourism on Kefaloniá is less invasive than on other Ionian islands, such as Corfu or Zákynthos. The relatively low-key tourist developments that do exist are mainly concentrated in Lássi just outside of Argostóli, and at Lourdháta, Skála and Káto Kateliós in the southeast. The main boost to Kefaloniá’s tourism industry came during the mid-1990s with the phenomenal success of the book by Louis de Bernières (and subsequent film) Captain Corelli’s Mandolin (for more information, click here). The descriptions of idyllic, pre-World-War-II island life inspired a large number of visitors to come and see for themselves, though because of its unflattering portrayal of the local communist resistance, the book is mostly disliked on Kefaloniá. Generally fairly affluent, these visitors (mainly from Italy and the UK) have encouraged high-end, and therefore more expensive, development. These tend to be visually kinder to the landscape, though this has resulted in some places, Fiskárdho in particular, becoming overly twee.
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The loggerhead turtle

Island life

Outside the peak months of July and August life carries on much as it does elsewhere in Greece. Many people still grow olives and grapes, the harvest for both crops taking place between late August and January. Local fishermen (as well as intruding Italian fleets) have severely depleted the Ionian/Adriatic seas of swordfish in particular through the use of large, mechanised trawlers.

A number of the local tavernas, at least in the capital and the main ports Sámi and Póros, stay open throughout the winter, and this is the time when islanders tend to go out and enjoy themselves after the hard work of the tourist season. This division of the year does lead to high seasonal unemployment, and some people move to the mainland – or overseas – during the winter. Aside from fishing and agriculture there is little else in terms of enterprise on Kefaloniá – aside from the odd quarry or small-scale food processing – but talk of trying to expand the tourist season, such as offering spring treks to see the local flora, has failed to materialise on a significant level.

One traditional aspect of life that still continues is the singing of kandádes. These are songs performed by a group of male singers with a guitar and mandolin accompaniment. The music itself is a combination of local traditional songs, Italian popular songs and 19th-century operatic arias (a legacy of Venetian rule). It is not at all unusual to hear Neapolitan favourites such as O sole mio in amongst Greek offerings.
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Feast day procession


HISTORY AND CULTURE

Evidence of early human settlement on the southern Ionian Islands is scarce. There has been little excavation of specifically Palaeolithic and Neolithic sites, though a number of artefacts, such as flint hand tools, have been found, some of which are on display in Argostóli’s archaeological museum. The earliest human presence is thought to date from the mid-Palaeolithic era (c.50,000 years ago), when, due to ice-age reduction in sea levels, the Ionians were joined to present-day Greece and Italy. It is thought that hunter-gatherer groups arrived in the region, probably searching for food, from the Píndos (northern Greece) and the Peloponnese. Some of these groups then settled on what is now the island of Kefaloniá.

The Bronze Age

Archaeologists know that there was a thriving Mycenean society on Kefaloniá. It is assumed, backed up by artefacts found during excavations, that the four city-states of ancient Kefaloniá have their origins in the Late-Helladic period of c.1500–1050 BC. One of the major centres on Kefaloniá appears to have been near Tzanáta in the southeast, about 8km (5 miles) from the site of Pronesos, of interest due to its possible links to Odysseus. Other important sites on Kefaloniá include the chamber tombs at Mazarakáta, (first excavated by C.P. de Bosset in 1813), Metaxáta and Lakíthra, the last of which yielded the richest finds of any of the island’s Bronze-Age tombs.


Ancient Divisions

Ancient Kefaloniá was a tetrapolis, comprised of four independent city-states. These were: Pali on the present-day Palikí Peninsula, Krani near Dhrápano, Sámi near the eponymous modern port, and Pronesos on the southeast coast.
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The Mycenean tholos tomb near Tzanáta

The Archaic, Classical and Hellenistic Periods

The origins of the city-states of Kefaloniá are the subjects of Greek mythology (for more information, click here), but they were also mentioned by the ancient Greek historians Herodotus and Thucydides.

On Kefaloniá, the city-states were generally politically independent of each other and formed their own alliances; Pali alone fought in the Persian Wars, at the battle of Plataea (479 BC). However, up until the Peloponnesian War they were all to a greater or lesser extent – but particularly Pali – allied to Corinth. Krani also had links to the Athenians and, upon the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War, the whole island was brought under the sphere of Athens.

At some point during the Archaic and Classical periods (from c.750 BC) the Kefalonian city-states became democratic. It is known that citizens of the Kefalonian demos who were eligible to vote (which excluded women and slaves) took part in political decision-making, and that the boule (municipal council) was the ‘dominant institution’ in the city of Pali.
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