Looking south along
the west coast of Lipari
to the island of Vulcano

best
weekends
away

The Perfect Trip

Sicily
Historic architecture, hilltop towns, fabulous
food: Sicily is Italy in overdrive. Take a trip
around this bewitching corner of the country,
from Mount Etna’s volcanic slopes to the
black beaches of the Aeolian Islands
Words OLIVER BERRY l Photographs MATT MUNRO
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Your trip mapped out
A close encounter with Mount Etna begins this 400-mile tour of Sicily's eclectic
highlights. Head south to the Baroque glory of Scicli, east to the glamour
of Taormina, north to the vivid Aeolian Islands and west to rowdy Palermo
the
AEOLIANs
Best for islands

TAORMINA
Best for seaside
glamour

A seven-island archipelago
strung out across cobalt
waters; from lush Panarea to
starkly volcanic Stromboli,
each has its own identity.

Follow in the footsteps of the
moneyed elite of bygone days
by staying in this distinguished
resort, taking time to visit
the elegant Casa Cuseni.

ETNA

Best for volcanoes

Animated street markets
lie at the heart of Sicily's
charismatic capital, where
the cuisine has a strong
whiff of Arab heritage.

Etna
Best for volcanoes

0

Belching smoke from the four
fiery craters on its summit,
Europe's loftiest and most
active volcano dominates the
eastern side of the island.

Scicli
Best for Baroque

Bask in the architectural
glories of this handsome
town in the Val di Noto,
southern Sicily's Unescolisted Baroque region.
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PALERMO
Best for food

Miles into your trip: 0
it's a short drive to Etna from catania airport via
the A18/E45 motorway, followed by local roads
west to the village of Zafferana Etnea.
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Banks of cloud are rolling down the
slopes of Mount Etna as Marco Marcinnò
lurches his 4x4 off the mountain road
and clatters on to a rough track, rutted and
gouged by recent rains. Soon enough, the
jeep judders to a halt, and Marco straps
on his pack and jacket before heading
along a trail through the trees.
‘This is a side of the mountain most
visitors don’t see,’ he says, dressed in a
fleece body warmer, stout walking boots
and designer shades. ‘It’s mostly local
hikers who come here. And geologists like
me of course – especially if Etna’s decided
she’s waking up.’
Beyond the treeline, a plain of black rock
disappears into the white cloud, like a
heap of ash that’s been dumped from a
gigantic furnace. It’s a barren landscape,
a desert of magma and shattered boulders.
‘We call this the Valle del Bove,’ Marco
says. ‘It’s one of the best places to get an idea
of just how devastating an eruption can be.
You wouldn’t want to be standing down
there if the mountain was in a bad mood.’
Looming 3,329 metres above the city of
Catania on the island’s east coast, Mount

Etna is Europe’s most active volcano. It’s
young in geological terms, created around
600,000 years ago, and by far the largest of
Italy’s three active volcanoes – more than
twice the height of Vesuvius and three-anda-half times the height of Stromboli.
Throughout history, Etna has been
known for the violence of its eruptions:
in The Aeneid, the Roman poet Virgil
describes the mountain ‘shooting out
globes of flame, with monster tongues/
That lick the stars’. Hundreds more
eruptions have since been recorded. The
most powerful of recent centuries were in
1669, when pyroclastic flows devastated
Catania, and 1928, when the village of
Mascali was obliterated in two days.
‘Part of the difficulty with Etna is her
unpredictability,’ notes Marco, as he
clambers around the edge of an extinct
caldera, one of many that pockmark the
summit. ‘Unlike some volcanoes, Etna is
constantly developing new craters: the
direction of the magma flows beneath the
mountain are changing all the time, which
means it’s almost impossible to predict
where the next eruption will happen.
That’s why we call her A Muntagna,
the “Lady Mountain”. She’s moody!’
Most of the villages on the slopes of
Etna have had brushes with disaster: in
1971, a large eruption wiped out Etna’s
cable car and observatory, and in 1992
the town of Zafferana came within a hair’s
breadth of incineration.
‘Unfortunately, no-one can be sure
when the next big eruption will be,’ Marco
explains. ‘It’s almost certain that there

will be more in the future.’ He looks
towards the top of the mountain, where
breaks in the cloud reveal glimpses of the
smoking summit. ‘Until then, all we can
do is watch,’ he says, ‘and wait.’
Further information
l Etna Moving offers half-day tours from around
£55 per person (etnamoving.com).
Where to Eat

l In the centre of Zafferana, Moulin Rouge specialises

in cudduruni – a folded, pan-fried pizza filled with
onions, vegetable, meat and cheese (mains from £8;
Via Zafferana Milo; 00 39 0957 082 424).
above Geologist Marco Marcinnò stands on
the eastern flank of Mount Etna, which is
pockmarked with craters: pyroclastic flow can
explode from fissures on these lower slopes

where to stay

Airone Wellness Hotel
Just outside Zafferana, this old-fashioned
hotel is perfect for getting an early start on
Etna. The best of the simple rooms have
balconies offering views all the way to the
coast ( from £75; hotel-airone.it).
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Work on the Chiesa
di San Michele began
around 1700, but was
not completed for
a further 150 years

SCICLI

Best for Baroque
Miles into your trip: 100
head south from zafferana etna on the
a18/e45 motorway via catania and syracuse,
then west on the SS115 and SP75 to scicli
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‘Notice anything about this church?’ asks
architectural guide Maria Marino, as she
strolls across an empty square and points
towards the ornate façade of the Chiesa di
San Michele. It’s early morning in Scicli’s
old town, and the only signs of life are a few
pigeons fluttering along the pavements.
Around the square, townhouses blush pink
in the morning light, and pools of shadow
linger between the buildings.
‘Look closely. There’s something
missing,’ she says, gesturing towards the
highest of the church’s three tiers. ‘Do you
see? No bell tower. The bells are built into
the walls instead. It’s the Baroque version
of earthquake proofing.’
Dressed in black jeans and a crisp white
T-shirt, clutching a supply of architectural
books in her arms, she enters the nave of the
church, her heels clacking on the mosaic
floor. Inside, the transept is bathed in light
streaming through high, arched windows.
Murals and stone carvings cover the walls:
cherubs and saints, intricate filigree, laurels
twined around columns. Above the altar, an
altarpiece soars to the roof, glittering with
frescoes and tracery. It feels more like an art
gallery than a church.
‘Sicily’s Baroque architecture is all about
ostentation,’ Maria says, as she cranes her
neck towards the roof of the nave. ‘It was
a demonstration of wealth, power and
prestige. It was important for wealthy
families to flaunt how rich they were by
78
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building fabulous houses for themselves,
but also to show their generosity by
financing churches or public buildings.’
Stepping into the sunlight, she leads the
way along Scicli’s side streets. Slowly, the
town is easing into life: shop owners sweep
the pavements with wicker brooms, and
corner cafés fill with locals in search of
their morning espresso.
Before long, Maria stops beside an
elegant mansion, built from the creamypink local stone. Family crests are carved
into the façade and wrought-iron balconies
curl around the windows, supported by
galloping horses and winged dragons.
‘This building belonged to the
Beneventanos, one of Scicli’s richest
families,’ Maria says, running her hand
along the rose-coloured stone. ‘It reminds
me of something you’d see at the opera.
In some ways, the whole of Scicli is a kind
of theatrical set. Only here, you don’t have
to pay for a ticket.’
Along with Modica, Ragusa and Noto,
Scicli is one of eight towns in the Val di
Noto region of southeast Sicily famous for
their Baroque architecture. Collectively
designated a World Heritage site in 2002,
each was completely rebuilt following the
devastating earthquake of 1693. The best
architects, artists and craftsmen were
employed, at great expense, and the urban
landscape was transformed with lavish
churches, mansions and civic buildings.
‘The architecture was about more than
just making buildings: it was about politics,
philosophy and morality, too,’ muses
Maria. ‘The Baroque architects thought that
beauty could actually create a happier and
more harmonious society.’
With the sun creeping over Scicli’s old
town, Maria leads the way up a steep back
road, winding past old chapels and gated
courtyards to emerge on a scrubby hilltop.
Below, Scicli’s rooftops sprawl into the

distance, a lattice of streets and squares
bordered by rocky cliffs and olive groves.
Amongst the buildings, the façade of the
Chiesa di San Bartolomeo glows gold in the
morning sunshine, and the clang of church
bells rings across the quiet hills.
Further information
l Val di Noto (whc.unesco.org/en/list/1024).
Where to Eat

l Situated beside one of the town’s prettiest

bridges, Osteria del Ponte is a family-run trattoria
known for its antipasti and pizza (mains from £6;
osteriadelpontescicli.com).
above from left A fresco
awaits restoration; Maria Marino
in the doorway of the Palazzo
Spadaro; the Chiesa di San
Bartolomeo's grandiose ceiling

where to stay

Hotel Novecento
In the heart of Scicli’s old quarter, this smart
hotel looks like a townhouse from outside,
but inside it’s modern and minimalist. Rooms
range in size but all have a sophisticated feel,
and some have small patios. Rates are
especially reasonable outside summer
months (from £75; hotel900.it).
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1897 it became the adopted home of Lady
Florence Trevelyan (a distant cousin of
Queen Victoria), who bought up much
of the coastline and created the town’s
botanical garden, modelling it on an
English landscaped park. Later, Taormina
became a favourite haunt for painters,
writers and movie stars, some lured by its
notoriously louche reputation: the writer
Harold Acton famously called the town a
‘polite synonym for Sodom’.
Several decades later, the place still
retains an exclusive edge. Flashy boutiques
and jewellery shops line the main street of
Via Corso Umberto and, on summer nights,
expensive yachts moor around the bay,
their deck lights twinkling in the darkness.
‘Everyone needs a little bit of luxury
sometimes,’ Stefano says, as he carves a
curl of orange peel into another martini,
surrounded by shelves of coloured bottles
and crystal decanters. ‘And that’s what
Taormina has always done best.’
He places the drinks on a silver tray
and glides out on to the sunlit terrace,
just as the tinkle of a grand piano strikes
up in the bar.

TAORMINA

Best for seaside
glamour
Miles into your trip: 212
Taormina is accessed from southern sicily
via the A18/E45 motorway. the city streets
are narrow and Parking is scarce, so it might
be best to leave your car in one of the public
car parks on The outskirts.
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It’s a warm autumn day at Casa Cuseni,
high in the hills above Taormina. Bees
and dragonflies buzz through the garden,
making the most of the late summer
blossom. The villa’s doors stand open, and
a few visitors mill around the hallway,
wide-eyed at the artworks on show inside.
In one corner stands a 15th-century jade
figurine; in another a chinoiserie dresser,
topped by a majolica vase and a clay discus
retrieved from the ashes of Pompeii.
Paintings line the walls: a Frank Brangwyn
landscape in the dining room, a Picasso
sketch in the drawing room. Outside,
wisteria climbs the villa’s Palladian
columns, and beyond the gates, houses
march down the hillside to the Ionian Sea.
Built in 1905 by the British painter
Robert Hawthorn Kitson, Casa Cuseni is
the finest of many hilltop villas erected in
Taormina by expat emigrés who arrived
80
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here at the turn of the century. Its guestbook
reads like a who’s who of 20th-century
culture: Bertrand Russell, Henry Moore,
Tennessee Williams and Picasso all stayed
here, while Greta Garbo liked it so much
that she insisted on having it entirely to
herself when she visited.
‘Taormina has always been an exclusive
place,’ explains Stefano Chiavetta, head
barman at the Grand Hotel Timeo, the
town’s oldest and smartest hotel. ‘We still
receive plenty of famous guests, but these
days it’s mostly movie stars and celebrities,
not that many writers and painters.’
Dressed in a starched jacket and white
cravat, he mixes a Sicilian martini. Outside
on the terrace, smartly dressed guests sit
down for brunch and cocktails, drinking in
the views over the hotel’s gardens, where
cypress trees stir in the morning breeze. In
the distance, tall houses line the cliff tops,
silhouetted against the brilliant blue sea. It’s
like a scene from an F Scott Fitzgerald novel.
Taormina’s history stretches back more
than 2,000 years. The Greeks were the first
to arrive, bequeathing the spectacular
amphitheatre, the largest in Sicily outside
Syracuse. Later came the Romans and the
Saracens, responsible for constructing
the hilltop citadel.
During the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, Taormina became synonymous
with luxury, establishing itself as a popular
winter resort for Europe’s aristocratic elite.
Tsar Nicholas II visited several times, and in

Further information
l Taormina locals' guide (taormina.it).
l Casa Cuseni (admission free by
arrangement, casacuseni.com).
l Grand Hotel Timeo ( from £520;
closed Nov–Mar; grandhoteltimeo.com).

clockwise from top left
The main drawing room at Casa
Cuseni; head barman Stefano
Chiavetta prepares a cocktail
at the Grand Hotel Timeo;
Casa Cuseni's lush gardens;
Isola Bella, a tiny island just
off Taormina's shore

Where to Eat

l Tucked away off Corso Umberto, Rosso

Peperoncino serves local dishes like caponata,
calamari and whole grilled fish (mains from £12;
Via Sacramento; 00 39 0942 625 150).
above left A typical Taormina backstreet
– many townhouses are holiday homes,
with the town's population greatly
reduced in the winter months

where to stay

Hotel Villa Angela
This smart hilltop hotel is owned by
Simple Minds singer Jim Kerr, who fell for
Taormina during a tour in 1995, and still
spends much of his time on Sicily. Rooms
come with wrought-iron furniture and
terraces with plunging hillside views. Like
many local hotels, it’s closed in winter
(from £100; hotelvillaangela.com).
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AEOLIAN ISLANDS

Best for variety

Miles into your trip: 264
Boats to the Aeolian Islands leave from Milazzo,
52 miles north of Taormina. There are generally
two ferries an hour to Lipari, with regular
connections to the other islands. The crossing
to Lipari takes around an hour.
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A blazing white sun hangs in the sky
above Lipari’s old town, but on a shady
backstreet, artist Armando Saltalamacchia
is lost in his latest canvas: a group of
fishermen piled into a wooden felucca
boat, brandishing harpoons as they
hunt for swordfish in the restless seas.
Dozens more canvases fill his little
studio, depicting snapshots of island
life: vineyards, seaside churches,
whitewashed houses cloaked in
mimosa and bougainvillea.
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‘I can remember seeing boats just like
this in the harbour when I was small,’
he says, a burly figure with thick-rimmed
spectacles and unruly grey hair. ‘When
I was a boy, there was still no electricity
and hardly any cars on the islands – and
that wasn’t all that long ago,’ he laughs,
turning his attention back to the canvas
as a moped clatters noisily along the
cobbles outside.
Twenty-four miles out to sea from
Sicily’s northern coastline, Lipari is the
largest of the seven islands that make up
the Aeolian archipelago. Although they
appear separate, in fact they’re part of the
same submarine land mass – the exposed
tips of a chain of undersea volcanoes that
stretches for 90 miles along the floor of
the Tyrrhenian Sea.
Sculpted by centuries of volcanic activity,
the geography of the archipelago feels
starkly different to the rest of Sicily. Blacksand beaches and rocky towers known as
faraglioni pepper the islands’ coastlines,

and only the hardiest shrubs survive on
the exposed, sun-baked hills – gorse,
buckthorn, juniper, sage.
Historically, the islanders made their
living from farming, fishing and pumicemining, but these days the Aeolians are
best known as summer escapes. Frequent
catamarans buzz across the water from the
mainland town of Milazzo, although in
winter the coastal villages and secluded
coves are largely deserted, and storms
sometimes mean the islands can be cut
off for days at a time.
Each of the seven islands has its own
character. Lipari is the most developed,
while to the north Panarea and Salina are
the greenest, cloaked in olive groves and
flower-filled gardens. Whitewashed
houses and cobbled streets hug the
coastline, and abandoned shepherd’s huts
huddle on the maquis-covered hills. The
volcanic islands of Vulcano and Stromboli
are both scarred by centuries of geothermal
activity: on Vulcano, the closest island to

Sicily, bathers splash around in the
sulphuric mud and, on Stromboli, hikers
clamber up the island’s rock-strewn cone
to gaze down into the bubbling crater.
Most remote of all are the tiny specks
of Filicudi and Alicudi out to the west,
which can only be reached with a
two-hour boat ride and are home to a
population of just a few hundred people.
‘The islands are each like worlds of their
own,’ Armando says as he wanders along
Lipari’s winding lanes, past cats dozing
on steps, and lines of washing strung
across the alleyways. ‘In the past, you
used to be able to tell which island people
came from because of their accent and the
different words they used. Nowadays it’s
not so easy.’
He emerges beside the island’s harbour,
lined by shuttered houses and quayside
cafés, where old men play chess over
glasses of grappa. Above the harbour, the
town’s medieval citadel looms on the
hilltop, its zigzag battlements standing

clockwise from top left Passing the
time in Lipari; Sicily has a long tradition
of ceramic crafts; an Aeolian sunset
view from Lipari of Salina and the
remote western outposts of Filicudi
and Alicudi beyond; cobbles and steep
hills in Lipari old town; Armando
Saltalamacchia outside his workshop

watch over fishing boats bobbing and
yawing in the swell.
‘It’s so easy to paint here,’ Armando
says. ‘The islands do all the work.’
Further information
l Isole Eolie (whc.unesco.org/en/list/908,
isoleeolie.com).
Where to Eat

l Filippino has been operating for more than

100 years and is Lipari’s best address for fish and
seafood. Tuna steaks, swordfish and shellfish
platters are served on the terrace, with sliding
doors overlooking the castle’s battlements
(mains from £14; filippino.it).

where to stay

Hotel Rocce Azurre
This small, modern hotel sits in a quiet spot
on the edge of Lipari Town, beside a pebbly
cove. It’s pleasant rather than plush: rooms
are plainly decorated with tiled floors and
simple bathrooms, so you should make
the most of the sea views and ask for a
balcony. It’s open from April to October
(from £125; hotelrocceazzurre.it).
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PALERMO

Best for food
Miles into your trip: 390
Palermo is 126 miles west of Milazzo on the A20/E90
motorway. The city’s traffic is notoriously bad, so
it’s best to avoid rush hour if you can.
0

100

200

300

400

It’s market day in Palermo’s old quarter,
and there’s barely room to move. Stalls
cram each side of the narrow street, heaped
high with fruit and vegetables. Fishmongers
bellow out the day’s prices, arranging
swordfish and snapper on beds of ice.
Grocers measure out spices on scales, and
scoop salted capers from wooden buckets.
Shoppers haggle with stallholders,
bantering over cups of ink-black espresso.
The air is pungent with the odours of fruit,
fish, smoke and spices. It’s noisy, chaotic
– and unmistakably Sicilian.
For 2,000 years, Palermo has been
known as a market city. Established by
Phoenician and Roman settlers, the city’s
four main markets – La Vucciria, Ballarò,
Borgo Vecchio and Il Capo – owe their
souq-like characters to Arab merchants,
who migrated to Palermo when the island
became the Emirate of Sicily between 831

and 1072. Sicily’s strategic position in the
middle of the Mediterranean, halfway
between Europe, Africa and the Orient,
made it a perfect trading post between east
and west, and Palermo grew wealthy on
the proceeds. The Arab influence also left a
lasting mark on its food culture, with a taste
for sugar, spices and fruit that endures.
Stefania Di Salvo is a chef, food historian
and authority on the local cuisine. ‘Sicilian
food has many things in common with
Arab cuisine,’ she explains, casting an
experienced eye over mounds of fish
heaped up on one of the market stalls. ‘The
combination of meat with spices and dried
fruit in a dish such as pasta con le sarde
(pasta with sardines, raisins and fennel),
for example – that’s a classic Sicilian taste,
very similar to the flavours of North Africa
and the Middle East. Cloves, nutmeg,
pepper, cinnamon, almonds, raisins: all
these things we owe to our Arab ancestors.’
Neighbourhood trattorias are dotted
along Palermo’s maze of back streets, but
many locals prefer to eat on the move,
and the markets are crammed with stalls
selling traditional snacks: pan-fried
chickpea bread, spicy salsiccia sausages
and deep-fried arancini balls stuffed
with cheese and meat.
‘Sicilian food is essentially peasant food,’
says Stefania, raising her voice to be heard

against the market hubbub as she ducks into
a butcher’s shop, festooned with dangling
hams and strings of cured sausages. ‘It’s
all about strong flavours combined with
simple ingredients. And, most importantly
of all, nothing ever goes to waste.’
Dusk descends on the market, and the
alleys begin to throng with after-work
shoppers, browsing for supper ingredients
beneath the street lights. Charcoal grills are
set up in side passages, and clouds of smoke
billow from beneath coloured awnings.
Strings of light bulbs flicker overhead.
Shouts echo in the gloom, joining the low
hum of traffic on the city’s thoroughfares.
‘There’s an old saying in Sicilian,’
Stefania says, jostling her way through the
evening crush. ‘Non c’è megghiu sarsa di la
fami – there’s no better sauce than hunger.
Speaking of which, I think it’s about time
we ate, don’t you?’

Il Capo market outside
and in (left). right
Stalls at La Vucciria

Further information
l See Palermo (seepalermo.com/cuisine.htm).
l Palermo’s markets open daily, except Sunday,
from around 8am to 7pm. Borgo Vecchio and Il
Capo are also open most evenings.
Where to Eat

l Just a few steps from La Vucciria market,

Santandrea is a gourmet trattoria known for its
inventive take on local recipes, such as pappardelle
with capon, artichokes and wild fennel (mains
from £8; ristorantesantandrea.eu).
left Fishmongers at Il Capo market
display a swordfish (pesce spada)
– the seas around Sicily support
a rich abundance of marine life
Deep-fried prawns
and calamari.
right Granita,
made with crushed
ice and fruit
cordial. far right
Pistachio and
hazelnut gelato

where to stay

Hotel Principe
di Villafranca

The Palermitan morning
ritual. left Event posters,
old and new. right
Palm-fringed Piazza
Castelnuovo

Central and stylish, this arty hotel makes
a perfect Palermo base. Seventies sofas,
pop-art-style paintings and a huge period
fireplace decorate the lobby, contrasting
with the hotel’s sleek white corridors and
studiously minimal rooms. Deluxe rooms
come with artwork by Simona Cavaglieri
(from £180; principedivillafranca.it).

Oliver Berry is a travel writer and
photographer, and a regular contributor
to the magazine. Recent assignments
have included Borneo and the Seychelles.
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