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With its streets, monuments and image cleaned up, Italy's largest is Come for the ancient ruins, the stark
landscapes, the lusty food and the inescapable passion of its people. 

MARY TAYLOR SIMETI, AN AMERICAN WRITER WHO lives near Palermo, once described Sicily as "an insular culture
compacted by centuries of foreign conquest and domestic oppression," and nowhere does its past speak as 
eloquently as in Ortygia, in Sicily's southeastern corner. Ortygia is a small, flat island tethered to the ancient city of 
Siracusa on the Sicilian "mainland" by a pair of bridges. Walk down the Passaggio Adorno late in the afternoon, with 
the Mediterranean on your right and the sun at your back painting the old buildings pink, and you will see the 
residue of half a dozen civilizations: all of Europe and bits of Asia in a few blocks. Blonds and redheads mingle with 
the swarthy, dark-haired majority. Shops and stalls sell food rich with the flavors and aromas of Greece and Spain 
and the Arab world. Over here is a Gothic palazzo that would feel right at home on the Grand Canal in Venice, over 
there a harbor that looks like the one at Honfleur, in Normandy. 

But let us not plunge into Ortygia just yet. I propose a trip two-thirds of the way around the perimeter of Sicily,
which sits like a tricorn hat between the toe of Italy and North Africa. It is a sizable place (9,830 square miles, the 
biggest of all the beguiling isles that dot the fragrant Mediterranean), but excellent new highways mean that you 
can comfortably see many of its monuments and savor its unique way of life in ten days or so. My wife, Betsey, and I 
did it about a year ago, starting at Taormina, in the northeast, an ideal place to refresh one's soul after a 
transatlantic flight, drinking in the classic beauty of Mount Etna, the great snow-clad volcano, along with a glass or 
two of something stronger. From there it was only a short run south to Siracusa and Ortygia. Next we headed west 
by way of Modica and Ragusa, little-known, little-visited treasure houses of Baroque architecture, and the great 
golden Greek temples of Agrigento. And finally we turned north to Segesta, the most nearly perfect temple of them 
all, rising near the western end of the island, before heading into Palermo, one of the richest of Italian cities, lost to 
much of the world for many decades but now accessible once more to timorous tourists like you and me as its crime 
rate dwindles and its sights are refurbished. If you are in a mood to push the pace, as we were not, you can take 
side trips--to see the magically life-like mosaics depicting Roman scenes at Casale, between Ragusa and Agrigento, 
or to Cefalu or Erice or Catania. 

Whatever you choose from Sicily's menu, you will be surprised. For decades the island has been pictured as the
cradle and stronghold of the Mafia, and nothing else. The Godfather movies, to say nothing of the films directed by 
Francesco Rosi and Pietro Germi, have left images of burly men in double-breasted pinstriped suits, some of them 
brandishing sawed-off shotguns, flickering in the minds of many foreigners. But the members of the Cosa Nostra 
have never been brigands and highwaymen, however malevolent their influence, and thus they have never been 
much of a threat to visitors. And in the last decade, with the arrests of leading bosses and the confessions of others, 
the mafiosi seem to be on the run. Those types you see in suits a little too blue and shoes a little too pointed are 
probably harmless migrant workers, home from Germany for the weekend. 

The Sicilians would rather talk of other things. Franco Ruta, the owner of the Antica Dolceria Bonajuto pastry shop in
Modica, who has helped to revive Sicily's distinctive, traditional, Arab-influenced baking, told me, "We're tired of the 
Mafia and the donkey cart as our national symbols." 

Which is not to say that Sicily is standard-issue Italy, or anything like it. The island remains a land apart, in Italy but
not really of it, with a dialect incomprehensible to most other Italians and a psyche scarred not only by legions of 
invaders and occupiers but also by centuries of the most abysmal poverty and by natural disasters of every 
description. Nor is Sicily the land of the extroverted, mandolin-strumming, fast-talking Italian of Rome or Naples. 
The Sicilians are dignified, sometimes standoffish, but venture into a shop and you will be received with perfect 
courtesy. Men meeting in the street often kiss each other in greeting, a practice rare nowadays elsewhere in Italy, 
and do not be surprised, ladies, if an elderly gent tips his hat as he passes by. When I mistakenly gave a driver too 
small a bill in payment, he smiled and thanked me, uttering no complaint; only when I was a few feet away did I 
realize what I had done and return to settle up properly. So much for the myth of the cheating, swindling Sicilian, I 
thought; I couldn't help but recall the comment of my friend Jas Gawronski, an Italian journalist, who calls Sicily "the 
last civilized place in the country." Or, for that matter, what Francis Ford Coppola, the director of all three Godfather 
films, had said to Betsey and me not long before we left for our trip: "Sicily is a place of incredible beauty; more 
important, the people are totally, overwhelmingly charming." 

Without losing its awesome physical splendor or the glorious vestiges of past civilizations--the scrub-clad hills
glowing purple at dusk, the sea crashing into cliffs topped by palms, the Greek temples tawny in the dawn's early 
light--Sicily is knocking on the door of the modern world. 

We were constantly reminded that this was an old, old, old place, old even by Italian standards, and the old ways die
hard. A timeworn woman in Palermo, her gray hair drawn back in a bun, leaned from her fifth-floor window to hang 
her laundry, which drooped across a perfect Renaissance pediment below; a man on a sewer-laying detail tamped 
down the earth not with an air hammer but with a section of tree trunk. Yet Sicily has benefited hugely from Italy's 
membership in the European Union. Roads are much improved; the drive from Taormina to Siracusa, which took 



SICILY. | Town & Country (July, 2001) http://www.accessmylibrary.com/comsite5/bin/aml_landing_tt.pl?page=a...

2 di 4 17-09-2008 16:50

Betsey most of a day thirty-five years ago, takes only an hour now. The damage caused by World War II and by 
generations of neglect is being repaired. Hotels and museums everywhere have been upgraded; the Teatro Massimo 
in Palermo, one of the world's great opera houses, was reopened recently after more than a decade of closure and 
again features world-class singers like Jose Cura and Katia Ricciarelli. In town squares where the postwar norm was 
drab, shapeless black, women now wear chic, colorful clothing. 

In southwestern Sicily, not far from the temples of Agrigento, we encountered another remarkable sign of change.
There the Planeta family is making brilliant wine, including a Chardonnay that can hold up its head in company with 
California's very best. Flouting tradition, Diego Planeta, the patriarch, has put his blond, blue-eyed daughter, 
Francesca, in charge of worldwide sales, and her equally young cousin Alessio in charge of winemaking. "We have a 
perfect climate," Francesca says. "Perfect rocky soil. But nobody used the right methods before. Too much trouble." 

If, as we did, you start in Taormina, you will be following in the footsteps of generations of European and American
tourists. They loved, we love, you will love this bright little balcony-town defined by its view of Etna, on whose flank it 
perches. It is the crow's-nest of the Mediterranean, its pines and junipers outlined like sentinels against the sea 
hundreds of feet below, its miraculously preserved classical theater cut into the mountainside. The theater, built by 
the Greeks and restored by the Romans, with slender marble columns adorning the stage and perfect acoustics, 
affords idyllic views of the sea. It is a wonder. But unless I miss my bet, you will find yourself spending more time 
strolling along the town's main street, Corso Umberto I. Reserved for pedestrians and facing Etna, it passes 
churches and palaces, opens into cafe-filled squares, and tempts with shops and parks. One espresso can quickly 
become three as anxiety and ambition ebb. But rouse yourself after a couple of days for the trip south to Siracusa, 
where Archimedes was born and the early plays of Aeschylus were staged, and cross one of the bridges to Ortygia. 
Venture into a narrow side street innocent of cars and brightened by sprays of purple and magenta bougainvillea 
clambering up ancient walls. On the keystone of an arch leading into a littered courtyard, laden with the grime of 
several centuries, you can just make out a relief of Saint George killing a dragon. It has languished there since the 
Middle Ages. 

A few moments later you emerge, probably alone, into the cathedral square, perfumed by oleander and surrounded
by palazzi adorned with curving wrought-iron balconies. The church itself is the perfect metaphor for Sicily. Born as 
a Greek temple, it was turned into a church in the 7th century by the early Christians, who retained a row of Doric 
columns on the north side. A Norman facade, added later, was flattened by an earthquake in 1693, to be succeeded 
by the present Baroque extravaganza, with putti tumbling down from the split pediment over the central doorway. 
Inside this ancient building, where people have worshiped for two millennia, you cannot help sensing an almost 
pagan austerity, alleviated by "a deep, booming warmth," as Lawrence Durrell commented in his Sicilian Carousel. 

Ragusa and Modica and nearby Noto are capitals of the Sicilian Baroque, whose palazzi are furnished with splendid
balconies supported by volutes and brackets carved with caricatures. Modica's dramatic church, San Giorgio, set 
against a hillside, is reached from the lower town by a flight of almost 300 steps. Its facade is divided into three 
parts, a convex bay flanked by concave bays, which give it the sense of swirling, rhythmic movement that marks the 
Baroque. 

As we headed west from Modica, the countryside looked almost English. Replace the tile roofs with slate and the
stone walls dividing the fields with hedgerows, and ecco! Devon. But England offers nothing like Ristorante Majore, in 
the hill hamlet of Chiaramonte Gulfi, to which California's peripatetic Robert Mondavi sent us. Majore has no menu. It 
serves one local, wonderfully fruity red wine. At lunchtime, it was full of carefully dressed peasants who dropped their 
final vowels. We ate a set of dishes based on the meat of local acorn-fed pigs--pork chops, pork sausages and ravioli 
bathed in a pork-based tomato sauce. The modern world has scarcely touched this remote, rural corner of Sicily, 
and Majore gave us a welcome glimpse into the heart and soul of the countryside. 

Of the great monuments of antiquity at Agrigento, at Selinunte and especially at Segesta, with its thirty-six elegant
columns, it is difficult to speak without sounding breathless and naive. Except perhaps for Paestum, near Naples, 
there is nothing like them--monuments that not only link us to the glorious Greek civilizations of two thousand years 
ago but provide timeless examples of beauty. At Agrigento, a whole series of temples survive; they were built for the 
ancient city of Akragas, which the poet Pindar called "the most beautiful city of mortals." At Selinunte, an entire city 
stands as it did when it was wrecked by earthquakes in 409 and 250 B.C. The Doric temple at Segesta, majestically 
isolated on a hilltop, gains mystery from its inexplicably unfluted columns and its gold-tinged white limestone 
looming perfect against the blue sky. Two practical notes: Agrigento is more or less permanently under repair and 
more or less permanently overrun by tourists. Go as soon after dawn as you can manage. Go to Segesta no later 
than midafternoon; it closes early. 

And finally, from the serenity of Magna Graecia (Great Greece) to the noisy, throbbing capital city, Palermo. We came
to Sicily determined to ignore the awful sprawl around Palermo and focus on the sometimes squalid but magnificent 
chaos of Palermo itself. By doing it on foot, taking a good guidebook (the green Michelin guide to Italy and Sicily) and 
leaving Betsey's jewelry at home, we succeeded. Frustrating as they are, even the traffic and grime cannot mute the 
eloquence of the city's remarkable monuments--the Palatine Chapel, whose exquisite 12th-century mosaics form an 
illustrated Bible; the many palaces, which always remind us of Giuseppe di Lampedusa's great novel The Leopard; 
the red-domed church of St. John of the Hermits, an Arab-Norman masterpiece set in a lush garden of palms, 
agaves and orange trees; the oratory of Santa Cita's exuberant stucco depicting the Battle of Lepanto, surrounded 
by cherubs, all by the Michelangelo of the medium, Giacomo Serpotta; the treasures of the regional gallery, brilliantly 
installed by the modernist architect Carlo Scarpa, including Francesco Laurana's bust of Eleanor of Aragon; and the 
fabulous sculptures in the Archaeological Museum, like the panels from Selinunte and the thrillingly lifelike bronze 
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ram from Siracusa. Just for starters. Of course, we also made the obligatory pilgrimage up to Monreale, perched on 
the hilltop overlooking Palermo and its bay, for another look at the cathedral begun by the Norman King William II in 
1172. Its interior is cloaked in mosaics, with the most incredibly detailed Biblical scenes laid out against a gold 
background. We once attended Christmas Eve mass there--an utterly unforgettable piece of religious theater, with 
the nave shrouded in darkness until the stroke of midnight, when spotlights turned it into a gilded vision of heaven. 
But a daytime visit the other 364 days of the year is not to be disdained; together with the cloister, inspired by 
Islamic architecture, the mosaics would be well worth a trip to Sicily even if one saw nothing else. 

Sicilians are developing a new appreciation of what they have to offer; friends who a decade ago suggested that we
eat in tired, mock-French restaurants (presuming, I guess, that down-home cooking was too plain for the likes of 
us) sent us this time to unabashedly Sicilian spots. In its vividly varied flavors, the Sicilian table expresses the 
complexity and crosscurrents of Sicilian history. An hour in the Vucciria, the souklike market that spreads, noisy, 
busy and unruly, along a half-dozen streets in the heart of Palermo, scenting the air with oregano, will introduce you 
to spectacular raw materials: glossy olives, salted capers from Pantelleria, birds in plumage, purple artichokes, fresh 
pink garlic, slabs of cured, dried tuna roe called bottarga, anchovies and swordfish and all manner of iridescent sea 
creatures. We wouldn't have been able to identify half of them, but one of the fishmongers, Antonio Sansone--"Call 
me John"--came to our rescue. This one, he said, was whitebait, that one wolffish. As well it might have been, his 
English was perfect; he was born with dual citizenship, he told us, in Middlesex County, New Jersey, "where the 
anchovies come in cans." 

A gradual reversal of the Sicilian diaspora, which many decades ago took so much of the island's population to
Chicago and New York and London, is one of the themes of life on the island today. We encountered it again at 
Mulinazzo, a roadhouse restaurant southeast of Palermo. There a Sicilian chef and his bride from Lorraine, who met 
while both were working at a three-star restaurant in Strasbourg, serve ravishing dishes, modern and international 
in their style, Sicilian and traditional in their ingredients. The local families who filled every table except ours at 
Sunday lunch were just as thrilled as we by the noodles formed into a crisp little cake and served with tiny red 
mullet, topped with an intense, sweet, slightly acid sauce of cherry tomatoes. 

We ate another delicious meal at a place with the improbable name of Bye Bye Blues, hidden away in a residential
neighborhood in the seaside resort of Mondello. Packed with the gilded youth of the Palermo suburbs, it could have 
been in Santa Monica, California, where the young proprietors, Antonio Barraco and Patrizia di Benedetto, once 
trained at Piero Selvaggio's restaurant, Valentino. I remember in particular the grilled prawns, firm and brimming 
with flavor, served with a small pool of lemony oil, and a plate of fine cheeses, served with quince and honey. 

Selvaggio, who was born in Modica, stays in touch with Sicily, encouraging young people there to take advantage of
the opportunities that weren't available when he emigrated. In Modica itself, he sent us to the Fattoria delle Torri, a 
sleek establishment installed in an 18th-century villa. Its delectable ravioli, with a sauce of pumpkin, borage and 
bitter almonds, reflect the island's diversity of culinary influences, but its specialty, a rabbit dish, is local history on a 
dinner plate. The Spanish, who once dominated this part of Sicily, brought Aztec chocolate to Modica; Fattoria's chef 
uses it in a sauce for rabbit. You'll eat well in Sicily; the only pity is that so many visitors miss most of the best 
restaurants. But things are changing rapidly, and not just on the dining front. This is not your godfather's Sicily, or 
even the one you and your mother discovered a decade ago. 

Sicily's Secrets 

When calling from the U.S., dial 011-39 first. All rates are for double rooms. TAORMINA: The San Domenico Palace, a
former monastery, still commands the highest prices, but it looks a bit tired these days. Piazza San Domenico 5; 
0942-23701. Rooms from $300 to $370. The smaller Grand Hotel Timeo (56 rooms versus 108) has just been 
renovated, without violence to its elegant Art Nouveau decor, and its privileged position just below the Greek theater 
ensures unobstructed views of snowcapped Mount Etna. Via Teatro Greco 59; 0942-23801. Rooms from $240 to 
$320. A third alternative, farther up the hillside, is the Villa Ducale, a patrician aerie with fifteen rooms, each with a 
veranda overlooking the sea and the volcano. Via Leonardo daVinci 60; 0942-28153. Rooms from $120 to $200. 

Spaghettini with sea urchins capped a dandy meal at Maffei's, a Harry's Bar feel-alike, with marble floors and low
wooden tables. Via San Domenico de Guzman 1; 0942-24055. For lunch, Granduca offers splendid sea views, 
splendid pizza and a splendid antipasto rustico with sheep cheeses. Corso Umberto 1 172; 0942-24983. 

SlRACUSA: Modern, immaculate and perfectly situated on Ortygia, overlooking the harbor, the Grand Hotel is just
what Siracusa needed. The best rooms are on the first floor; the cellar bar is charming. Viale Mazzini 12; 
0931-464600. Rooms from $175.A recent entry is the fourteen-room Hotel Gutkowski, a palazzo built in 1850, now 
owned by Paola Pretsch, whose Polish family has been in Sicily for two generations. It has no restaurant, but serves 
breakfast. Lungomare Vittorini 26; 0931-465861. Rooms from $80 to $110. 

Swordfish is the great local specialty. At Minosse, a rustic restaurant with wood beams, we ate it two ways--simply
grilled with oil and lemon, and in rich, Arab-tasting involtini alla matalotta, rolls of fish stuffed with capers, olives and 
pine nuts. Via Mirabella 6; 0931-66366. The smoked tuna at Don Camill0 is an eyeopener--rose-colored, meatlike, 
sliced thin, served with a squirt of lemon--and the mixed fry of shrimp and calamari, served on parchment, is 
crunchy and grease-free. Via Maestranza 96; 0931-67133. At Ancora, a simple waterfront tavern, where locals 
watched football on TV, the proprietor, who told us to call him Uncle Ciccio, treated us to a parade of antipasti, a 
plate of spaghetti dressed with mint (!) and sun-dried tomatoes, and a sweet, perfectly grilled bream. Via Perno 7; 
0931-462369. MODICA: Stay out of town, at the Eremo della Giubiliana, a fortified hermitage dating from the 12th 
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century, which belongs to the aristocratic Nifosi family. Opened to guests only a few years ago, it cunningly 
combines the old (a suit of medieval armor in the lobby) with the new (an airstrip for private planes), in a pristine 
landscape. Contrada Giubiliano; 0932-669119. Rooms are $80 per person. Two of the area's most interesting 
restaurants are described in the story. Fattoria delle Torri, Vico Napolitano 14, Modica; 0932-751286, and Majore, 
Chiaramonte Gulfi; 0932-928019. PALERMO.If you like Art Nouveau, which Italians call Stile Liberty, you may like the 
Villa Igeia, near the port. I find it gloomy, for all its flower-filled terraces. On the advice of one of the countless Sicilian 
princes, a friend of a friend, we stayed instead at the Centrale Palace, a modern hotel laid out in a palazzo built in the 
1700s, a few paces from Palermo's main crossroads, the Quattro Canti. Corso Vittorio Emanuele 327; 091-336666. 
Rooms from $160 to $230. 

Of Bye Bye Blues, Via del Garofalo 23, Mondello, 091-6841415, and Mulinazzo, Strada Statale 12, Bolognetta,
091-8724870, which seemed to us the best restaurants in the Palermo area, I have already written a good deal. 
Here I should mention the Osteria del Vespri, Piazza Croce deiVespri 6; 091-6171631. Tiny, smoky, thoroughly 
simple, with brown paper covering the eight tables, this is a stronghold of down-home cooking, with dishes like 
stracotto, a pot roast in a deep, rich wine sauce, and spinach agnolotti with fontina cheese. The pan-Italian wine list 
ranges from Piedmont to Tuscany to Sicily. At Santandrea, near the market, we ate flippingly fresh sea bass cooked 
on a spit. Piazza Sant' Andrea 4; 091-334999. 

A good driver can be a real blessing in Palermo; try the brothers Salvatore and Andrea Dragotto; 0330-791678.


