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How to use this ebook:

•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.

•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.

•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.

•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.

•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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WELCOME TO Southern Italy

10 TOP EXPERIENCES

Planning Your Trip

IF YOU LIKE…

IF YOU HAVE…

BEST OF Southern Italy

SOUTHERN ITALIAN BEACH 101

OUTDOOR ADVENTURES

FROM RUINS TO ROMANESQUE

BEST ROAD TRIPS

TASTING SOUTHERN ITALY

Things move at their own speed in Southern Italy, where a slow pace and easy living are almost always the keys to happiness, whether you’re sailing into Amalfi’s harbor, wandering the ruins of Magna Graecia in Sicily, or watching pasta experts making orecchiette in front of their homes in Bari.

Though plenty ties the people, landscape, and culture of these regions together—from the midday siesta, pre-dinner aperitivo, and evening passeggiata, to the excellent gastronomy and importance of the sea—each part has its own distinct character.

On the Amalfi Coast, pastel-hued homes cling to the cliffs between mountain and sea, tempting beaches are lined with colorful umbrellas, and postcard-worthy views can be found in every direction. Just a short distance away you’ll find Sorrento, Paestum’s incredibly well-preserved Greek temples, and the ancient cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum frozen in time. When you’re ready for a burst of energy, head to Naples where, amid the buzz of traffic and backdrop of Neapolitan songs, there lies a city that was meant to be uncovered.

In Sicily, think dipping into salty, cool, crystal-blue water from rocky beaches on hot summer days, the constant, looming presence of Mount Etna, biting into a crispy arancina on the lively streets of Palermo, and small baroque towns built into hillsides.

Meanwhile, at the southeastern heel of Italy’s boot, Puglia’s long coastline lures travelers from around the world. The region is known for cucina povera—making miraculous food with inexpensive ingredients—usually with a big glug of extra-virgin olive oil to finish a dish.

Get ready to experience a place that captures your heart and leaves you longing for more. One thing is for sure: You’ll have travel memories to last a lifetime.
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10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Finding your own personal paradise at one of Southern Italy’s best beaches.
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2 Going back in time to 79 CE in the Roman towns of Pompeii and Herculaneum.
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3 Eating pizza in Naples, the birthplace of Neapolitan pizza.
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4 Climbing Sicily’s Mount Etna, followed by a glass of volcanic wine after the hike.
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5 Following in the footsteps of the ancient Greeks, from the Doric temples of Paestum to the majestic temples of the Valle dei Templi.
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6 Cruising on a boat around Capri, through turquoise blue waters and past stunning grottoes.
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7 Seeking out Spanish-influenced baroque architecture, from Lecce, Puglia’s “Florence of the South,” to the UNESCO World Heritage Site of Noto in Sicily.
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8 Snacking on crispy, salty, sinfully good street food in Palermo.
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9 Marveling at the oldest continually inhabited settlements in the world at Sasso Caveoso in Matera.
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10 Taking in breathtaking Amalfi Coast views on the Pathway of the Gods.



Planning Your Trip

WHERE TO GO

Naples and the Ruins

The largest city in Southern Italy, Naples buzzes with a vibrant energy and magnetism truly its own. How could you not fall for a city with royal palaces, world-class museums, and some of Italy’s tastiest street food? Around every corner there’s something unexpected to discover, and it’s also a great base for day trips to famous archaeological sites as well as Capri and Sorrento.


[image: image]

Piazza del Plebiscito, Naples



Mount Vesuvius looms over the Gulf of Naples and the archaeological sites of Pompeii and Herculaneum, thriving Roman cities that were destroyed by the violent eruption of the volcano in 79 CE. Walking through the streets of Pompeii and Herculaneum is a unique chance to see ancient Roman culture firsthand.

Capri, Sorrento, and the Amalfi Coast

Sorrento is a popular spot for travelers looking to explore all the top destinations in the area thanks to its convenient setting between Naples and the Amalfi Coast. With panoramic views across the Gulf of Naples, a historic center full of shops and restaurants, and picturesque Marina Grande harbor, this vacation setting combines beauty, charm, and convenience. It’s one of the main gateways to the justifiably famous island of Capri. Expect crowds on the island, especially in the high season, when the iconic Piazzetta and the chic shopping streets are bustling. Yet there’s a quieter side of Capri if you ride a chairlift to Monte Solaro, the island’s highest point, or get lost in narrow pathways past bougainvillea-draped villas.
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To the west, on the southern side of the Sorrentine Peninsula, you’ll be captivated by the Amalfi Coast’s rugged coastline and rocky, secluded beaches. Positano’s cascade of pastel-colored buildings and seemingly unreal beauty makes it one of the most visited spots on the Amalfi Coast. Amalfi, the coastline’s namesake town, has a scenic port and a fascinating history as Italy’s first maritime republic, dating back to the Middle Ages. And set high in the mountains, the town of Ravello is a big draw, with its lovely gardens and romantic views. Plus, just east of the coast lies the city of Salerno, with its attractive lungomare (waterfront) and maze of medieval streets in its historic center. It’s a good home base in this area for travelers who enjoy a bigger city vibe.

Puglia and the Best of the South

Puglia, the heel of Italy’s boot, is still less visited by international tourists, but its long coastline promises Italian adventures that touch on history, food, slow living, and relaxation. Most visitors start in the central, regional capital of Bari, with one of the area’s main airports (the other, the Aeroporto del Salento, is located outside Brindisi, farther south). The surrounding area is known for its cultivation of grapes and olives, hilltop villages and coastal towns, and diverse national parks. Breathtaking cities like Lecce, the “Florence of the South,” and Gallipoli, “the beautiful city,” show off Puglia’s romantic side.

Just west of Puglia, in the province of Basilicata, don’t miss captivating Matera, whose distinctive cave dwellings have been inhabited continuously for at least 3,000 years, now converted into charming restaurants and B&Bs.

Palermo and Western Sicily

Start your trip to Sicily in the fascinating capital city of Palermo, where its history is marked by waves of conquerors, from the Phoenicians to the Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, Normans, and Spanish. Each one has left its mark and influenced the architecture, culture, landscape, customs, and culinary traditions of the island. Palermo is a hub of Sicilian art, culture, and gastronomy. The centro storico is filled with art museums, folksy puppet performances, noble palaces, flourishing outdoor markets, and some of Italy’s best street food.
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Nearby, don’t miss the Aegadian Islands, just a stone’s throw from the coastal towns of Trapani and Marsala. Farther south in the province of Agrigento, the Valle dei Templi archaeological site rivals anything you might find in Greece.

Catania, Northeastern Sicily, and the Aeolian Islands

Under the shadow of Mother Etna, Catania’s proximity to Sicily’s largest airport, Catania Fontanarossa, makes it a no-brainer stop on any trip to Sicily. This intricate black rock city was rebuilt with lava stones after two devastating volcanic eruptions, but the vivacious A’ Piscaria fish market shows the town to be very much alive. Within an easy drive, you can climb the slopes of Mount Etna, sip volcanic wines, live large in glamorous, historic Taormina, or head off the grid to the Aeolian Islands, top destinations for pristine waters and fresh seafood.
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Syracuse and Southeastern Sicily

Get a glimpse into Sicily’s Greek history in Syracuse, originally founded by the Corinthians in 734 BCE. Its Parco Archeologico della Neapolis is home to an impressive Greek theater and a Roman amphitheater, and the island of Ortigia jutting just off the city’s coast is the perfect combination of historic architecture, the sea, and delicious food. Then, venture out to the towns of Modica, Noto, and Ragusa, living pieces of art with their beautiful baroque townscapes. Along the southeastern coast, you will find lovely beaches with fewer crowds.


If You Like…

PURE RELAXATION

• Capri: With views of the Bay of Naples in almost every direction, it’s hard not to feel serene on Capri, whether you’re boating around its famous grottoes or dining on a terrace surrounded by fragrant flowers.

• The Amalfi Coast: The beaches and picturesque coastal towns of the Amalfi Coast are famous for a reason, perfect for the ultimate seaside vacation.

HISTORY

• Naples: Go underground to see the ancient urban plan of the city, and don’t miss the stunning baroque churches, royal palaces, and world-class museums.

• Archaeological sites: Lovers of Greek and Roman history will be spoiled almost anywhere they go in Southern Italy, from Pompeii and Herculaneum, to Paestum, to Valle dei Templi in Sicily.

• Baroque towns: In Puglia, Lecce’s highly embellished baroque architecture has earned it the nickname “The Florence of the South”, and the towns of Noto, Modica, and Ragusa in Sicily also feature this charming architectural style.

• Matera: Thought to be one of the oldest continually inhabited places on the planet, the cliff dwellings of Matera are a can’t-miss stop on the way to Puglia.

FOOD

• Cetara and Catania: Seafood is a gastronomic highlight of the entire region, but the anchovies of Cetara and Catania’s A’ Piscaria seafood market stand out.

• Palermo: In one of the world’s street food capitals, urban foodies are spoiled for choice.

• Puglia: The heel of Italy’s boot is known for its cucina povera, in which fresh ingredients combine to make simple dishes in the cheapest possible way, often topped off with a glug of locally made olive oil.

AVOIDING CROWDS

• The Salento: The southern tip of Puglia is a seemingly endless coast of remote beaches and hidden swimming spots, each more secluded than the next.

• Aeolian Islands: In this tiny archipelago off the island of Sicily, many of the best swimming spots are accessible only by boat. Try visiting in June or September to beat the high season crowds.



WHEN TO GO

With Southern Italy’s plentiful beaches and Mediterranean climate, the Amalfi Coast region is a top choice for travelers looking for a relaxing summer holiday, and Puglia and Sicily can be visited year-round. High season runs from Easter-October in all three regions, and July and August are the busiest months, with the caveat that some establishments in Sicilian cities may be closed in August, when the heat can get unbearable and people tend to head to the beach. Visit during this peak period if your primary objective is a beach vacation, though you can expect higher prices for accommodations and even rentals for sun beds and umbrellas at some beach clubs (stabilimenti balneari).

The shoulder seasons are gorgeous throughout Southern Italy and are probably the best all-around times to visit. Try planning your trip for April or May, before things get too warm and busy; the weather usually remains pleasurable through November as well.

Low season runs from November-Easter, when Southern Italy is much quieter but still offers beautiful landscapes. Many accommodations and restaurants will close for a period, especially in the places most dependent on tourism; ferry service around the Amalfi Coast stops in low season. If you’d prefer cooler temperatures for sightseeing and hiking, a shoulder season may be preferable. Though it can be a bit rainy off-season, more so on the Amalfi Coast and Sicily than in Puglia, it usually doesn’t last for long and there are many clear, crisp days.
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Note that the impact of high and low season will be less noticeable in larger cities like Salerno, Naples, and Palermo. Accommodations and restaurants in these regional hubs are usually open all year, with the Christmas holiday time being very popular.

BEFORE YOU GO

Passports and Visas

US, UK, Canadian, Australian, and New Zealand travelers do not need a visa to enter Italy, but in 2025, the ETIAS registration system (https://travel-europe.europa.eu/etias_en) will go into effect, and visitors from visa-exempt countries will need to apply for authorization to enter Italy (and other European Union countries). Passports should be valid for six months after your departure date from the EU.

EU citizens have no visa or registration requirements to enter Italy. For travelers from South Africa, a Schengen Visa (€80 for adults) is required to enter Italy.

For more information, visit Italy’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs website (http://vistoperitalia.esteri.it [URL inactive]).

Travelers from South Africa will need to procure a Schengen Visa to enter Italy. This currently costs €60 for adults.

You can check for the latest information on visa requirements and other restrictions at Italy’s Farnesina website (http://vistoperitalia.esteri.it [URL inactive]).

Transportation

By Air

The Aeroporto Internazionale di Napoli, also referred to as Capodichino, is the largest airport in the region, and it’s well connected with flights from across Italy as well as international flights from more than 80 cities. Direct flights from North America, however, are limited, and are only available May-October. The airport is only about 3.7 mi (6 km) northeast of Naples city center.

Similarly, there are no direct flights from North America to Sicily’s Palermo and Catania Fontanarossa airports, but both are well-connected to airports across Europe and Italy. Though it is possible to travel to Sicily by train, bus, and rental car from the Puglia and the Amalfi Coast areas, travelers with limited time should consider quick, frequent, and cheap domestic flights.

By Train

Naples and Salerno are major stops for trains operated by the Italian national railway company Trenitalia (www.trenitalia.com), with Regional, InterCity, and high-speed trains connecting the region to destinations across Italy. The private company Italotreno (www.italotreno.it) also offers high-speed trains to both Naples and Salerno from Torino, Milan, Venice, Bologna, Florence, Rome, and many other smaller cities. The Circumvesuviana train line (www.eavsrl.it [URL inactive]) connects Naples with Pompeii, Herculaneum, and Sorrento. The closest train stations to reach the Amalfi Coast are in Salerno and Sorrento.

Traveling by train between Campania, Puglia, and Sicily is possible, but it’s not the quickest way to travel Southern Italy. That said, there is a relatively quick train from Rome to Puglian hub Bari run by Trenitalia. Most major cities and towns in Puglia and Sicily have train stations, but train service is generally a bit less frequent and reliable.

By Ferry

Ferries offer an excellent way to move around the Amalfi Coast and Sorrentine Peninsula, are necessary to reach Capri and Sicily’s Aeolian Islands, and can be an adventurous way to travel from Naples to Palermo. The Porto di Napoli (Port of Naples) is one of the largest in Italy. Ferry service from Salerno and along the Amalfi Coast runs seasonally from Easter-October.
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If You Have…

• Three Days: Pick a town or two in one area—Naples, the Amalfi Coast, Puglia, or the eastern coast of Sicily—to truly hunker down and enjoy what’s special about each of these unique regions.

• Five Days: With two extra days, you can add on a day trip to the island of Capri or Pompeii and Herculaneum from Naples or the Amalfi Coast, the Aeolian Islands from northeastern Sicily, or ancient Matera from Puglia.

• One Week: If you have a full week, you should be able to visit two Southern Italian regions, whether you choose to visit Puglia on a road trip from the Amalfi Coast, hop on a quick flight from Puglia to Sicily, or ride the overnight ferry from Naples to Palermo.

• Two Weeks: Two weeks is enough time for a whirlwind tour of Campania, Puglia, and Sicily. Base yourself in Naples for a few days, before heading to the Amalfi Coast for three days of R&R. Road trip to Puglia for three days or so, exploring the area around Bari before driving down toward Lecce and finally toward the Airport of the Salento to catch a quick flight to Palermo or Catania. With 3-4 days, prioritize either the western or eastern coast of Sicily—the west coast is known for its authentic culture and Greek archaeological sites, while the baroque towns and seaside resorts of the east coast are justifiably famous.



By Bus

Bus companies like Flixbus (www.flixbus.com) offer service to most major cities in Southern Italy from across Italy. Local buses provide an inexpensive option to get around. Since ferry service along the Amalfi Coast is seasonal, buses are the best way to get around during the off-season (Nov.-Easter).

By Car

Given the famously chaotic traffic of Naples, the narrow and curvy Amalfi Coast Road, and congested island roads, driving is not recommended in this area. This is much less the case in Puglia and Sicily, at least outside larger cities like Palermo and Bari, where roads are much less crowded, generally easy to drive, and offer the most flexibility for road-trip-type vacations. That said, give yourself extra time on road trips, as many small, regional roads will not be smoothly paved.

What to Pack

When packing for Southern Italy, think relaxed yet elegant resort wear, particularly for visiting the Amalfi Coast. Puglia and Sicily are much more casual. For women, a scarf can come in handy for layering, and to use as a shoulder wrap when you visit churches, where modest dress is recommended and tank tops and short skirts or shorts are not considered appropriate attire.
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Beachwear and swimsuits are a must if you’re traveling during the summer. Cover-ups are a good idea, too, as it’s not permitted to walk around most towns (even beachside towns) only wearing swimwear. Pack sun protection and a hat for beach days.

Considering the sometimes steep and often cobblestone roads throughout Southern Italy, comfortable shoes are a must. If you plan to hike, bring good footwear with plenty of support. For the rocky beaches, a pair of flip-flops or water shoes will save your feet.

To reduce waste, bring a refillable water bottle, reusable shopping bag, and your own toiletries.
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BEST OF Southern Italy

You could spend a lifetime wandering Southern Italy’s well-known sights, charming villages, and secluded beaches, but two weeks are just enough to get a taste of this beautiful, culturally rich region. This itinerary is broken up into three of Southern Italy’s most distinctive and worthwhile areas: Naples and the Amalfi Coast, Puglia, and Sicily. Theoretically, the three regions could be visited in any order—say, if you find a good deal on a flight to a Sicilian or Apulian hub—though note that Naples’s airport is the largest in the region. Just keep in mind that when it comes to transport between the areas, road-trip-friendly Puglia can be reached from Naples and the Amalfi Coast on a relatively easy drive; to get to Sicily, a quick domestic flight is likely the best option.

Naples and the Amalfi Coast

Day 1: Naples

Start your first morning in Naples at the Museo Archeologico Nazionale, where you can explore one of the world’s most important archaeological collections. Then, enjoy a walk down Spaccanapoli, a straight street named for the way it cuts right through the historic center. Take a left on Via San Gregorio Armeno, where you can see artisans creating traditional nativity scenes. Not far away, stop in the Duomo di Napoli to see the city’s most important church. Next, head over to Piazza del Plebiscito to admire the elegant Palazzo Reale. Stop for true Neapolitan espresso at the Gran Caffè Gambrinus at the edge of the piazza. Cross the Piazza Trieste e Trento and go inside the Galleria Umberto I shopping center to admire the soaring glass dome. Watch the sunset from the Castel dell’Ovo with fine views of the Gulf of Naples. For dinner, have a traditional Neapolitan-style pizza.
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TOP EXPERIENCE

Southern Italian Beach 101

Located in coves, in nature reserves, and on offshore islands, the beaches of Southern Italy lure summertime visitors from around the world. If you’re dreaming of soaking up the Mediterranean atmosphere and diving into the turquoise sea, here’s what to expect and how to make the most of your time.

BEACH CLUBS

Much of the coast in this region is quite rugged and rocky, and most beaches are pebbly rather than sandy. Bring a pair of beach flip-flops or water shoes to make walking on the beach easier. To make lounging on the rocks more comfortable, many of the beaches have at least one stabilimente balneare (beach club), wooden structures built right on the beach that offer sun beds and umbrellas for rent (usually around €10 pp), as well as showers, changing rooms, bathrooms, and usually a snack bar or even a full restaurant. A few stabilimenti balneari also offer kayaks for rent.

FREE AREAS

Although the beach clubs are the most comfortable way to spend a day at the beach, nearly all beaches also have a free area (spiaggia libera), where you can throw down a towel and relax. This is where locals usually are, sometimes fully outfitted for the day with their own umbrellas, chairs, and picnics.

WHEN TO GO

The best time to head to the beach depends on when the sun hits it, but mornings are often nicest, when the beaches are less crowded and the water clearer. The sun is hottest in the early afternoon; if you’re going that time of day you might want to rent an umbrella, especially in the hottest months of July and August. In general, beach season begins in late spring and stretches through October—this is when most stabilimenti balneari are open.

BEST BEACHES

• Amalfi Coast: Beautiful beach spots are around every corner of the Amalfi Coast, where you’ll find everything from rows of multicolored umbrellas and sun beds to secluded rocky beaches.

• Capri: Enjoy a day at the chic beach clubs that dot the rocky seaside at the base of the Faraglioni or soak up the charm of the island’s Marina Piccola beach that’s popular with locals and visitors alike.

• Puglia: Polignano a Mare’s Spiaggia di Lama Monachile is picture-perfect, sheltered in a narrow cove; and swimming spots and secluded beaches are around every corner on the Salento coast.

• Sicily: Though you’ll have a lot of competition for a spot to lie down, Spiaggia Libera di Isola Bella has a picturesque setting facing Isola Bella, the tiny island that has become an icon of Taormina. On the southeastern shore lies Spiaggia Calamosche, considered one of the most beautiful beaches in Italy, which features flamingos in spring and fall and sea turtles in May.



Day 2: Day Trip to Pompeii

Take an excursion to the ruins of Pompeii, easily reached by the Circumvesuviana train in about 45 minutes. Plan on about three hours to explore the museum and archaeological site to see the highlights and really experience what life was like in an ancient Roman town, stopping for a light lunch at the café on-site. Don’t miss the experience of standing in the center of Pompeii’s ancient Amphitheater where gladiators once battled or exploring the Villa of the Mysteries, named for its captivating and enigmatic frescoes. After returning to Naples, take time to explore your neighborhood and enjoy some Neapolitan street food, like the classic fried pizza.
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Day 3: Amalfi

Today you’ll head to the Amalfi Coast. Make your way first to sunny Sorrento by ferry or the Circumvesuviana train, where you can explore the centro storico, largely pedestrian-only and lined with shops and restaurants; enjoy beautiful views over the Gulf of Naples from the Villa Comunale gardens; and stop somewhere with a view for a light lunch. If it’s summer, you can take the scenic ferry to Amalfi, your base for the next two nights; otherwise, you’ll need to take a bus.


Outdoor Adventures

There’s more to Southern Italy than eating your weight in pasta and hitting the beach. From summiting two of the volcanoes that have dominated the history of the region (and maybe even skiing down one), to kayaking along the Amalfi Coast, hikers will find plenty of great reasons to stretch their legs.

VOLCANIC SLOPES

After indulging in too much pizza in Naples, one of the best ways to get your heart rate up a little is the moderate hike up to Mount Vesuvius, where you’ll get a stupendous view of the Bay of Naples and Pompeii and Herculaneum, the settlements that the volcano destroyed in 79 CE.

Farther south, you may be surprised to find yourself shivering at the top of Mount Etna, where snow often blankets the slopes and craters. Hike to the almost 11,000-ft (3,000-m) summit with a guide, or visit in winter (usually Nov.-Mar. or Apr.) to ski at one of two resorts.

HIKING THE AMALFI COAST

Leave the sunbathers and jet-setters far below on some of the Amalfi Coast’s most beautiful hikes, such as the Pathway of the Gods—so named for the heavenly vistas.

KAYAKING

See vibrant Naples, captivating Sorrento, and the Amalfi Coast from a different perspective by renting a kayak, floating past grottos and beaches invisible from the main roads.



Once arrived, sip a coffee and nibble a freshly baked sfogliatella in Piazza Duomo, visit the Museo della Carta to learn more about Amalfi’s fascinating history of papermaking, shop along the town’s main street, and climb the steps to the Duomo di Amalfi. Then, take a leisurely evening stroll along the harbor or savor a sunset aperitivo before a relaxed dinner overlooking the sea.
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Day 4: Positano

Start your second day on the Amalfi Coast by catching a ferry or bus to Positano. By ferry, you’ll arrive right on the Spiaggia Grande beach with the Chiesa di Santa Maria Assunta in the middle. Climb the steps to visit the church and see its much-loved Byzantine icon. From the Spiaggia Grande, follow the cliff-hugging Via Positanesi d’America pathway over to Spiaggia di Fornillo, a very scenic and quieter spot for a swim. Rent a sun bed and enjoy a fresh lunch at a beachside restaurant. Later in the afternoon, head back to Positano’s town center to explore the streets lined with tempting boutiques before catching the last evening ferry back to Amalfi.
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Day 5: Ravello

On your last day on the Amalfi Coast, head into the mountains above the beaches on the bus or by taxi to Ravello. Visit the town’s elegant central piazza and stop in the Duomo before taking a pleasant walk through the quiet streets of Ravello to reach the Villa Cimbrone. Stroll along the wisteria-covered pathway to the Terrace of Infinity, where the blue sea and sky blend into one breathtaking vista. Enjoy shopping for ceramics in Ravello’s town center before having evening cocktails or dinner on a romantic terrace overlooking the coastline. Catch a late bus or taxi back down to Amalfi.
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the Terrace of Infinity at the Villa Cimbrone in Ravello



Puglia

Day 6: Polignano a Mare

Today, leave the Amalfi Coast by bus to Salerno, where you can pick up your rental car for the 3-hour drive to Puglia. En route, consider stopping near the town of Andria for an olive oil tasting or lunch featuring Puglia’s famous burrata cheese. You’re heading straight for the tiny seaside village of Polignano a Mare, home to one of the most recognizable beaches in Puglia. Spend a few hours relaxing on the Spiaggia di Lama Monachile and wandering the picture-perfect cobbled streets, before driving to a luxurious countryside accommodation, such as Masseria Torre Maizza, for the night. Enjoy dinner at your hotel’s restaurant, or, for something more adventurous, visit the commune of Savelletri to try some fresh-shucked ricci di mare (sea urchin) from a seafood shack.


From Ruins to Romanesque

Chances are that in Southern Italy, you’ll be bowled over by architecture around every corner. Below is a brief primer on some of the architectural styles you’ll find throughout the region.

GREEK

Greek archaeological sites found throughout Southern Italy rival those found in modern-day Greece. Much of the region was once known as Magna Graecia, named for the high concentration of Greek settlers who founded cities here between 750 BCE-400 CE. Looking at the extremely proportional design and well-preserved columns at Paestum, south of Salerno, and Segesta, Selinunte, and the Valle dei Templi in Western Sicily, it’s easy to see how influential the ancient Greek architectural style is to this day.

ROMAN AND ROMANESQUE

The Roman ruins of Pompeii and Herculaneum need no introduction, and you can learn about how the ancient Roman elite lived at sites like Villa Jovis. You can see the influence of Roman architecture in Southern Italy’s Romanesque structures, especially common in Puglia. The rounded arches of the Cattedrale di Salerno and Basilica di San Nicola in Bari emerged in medieval times, but they borrowed from Roman design.

TRULLI AND SASSI

In Puglia and the neighboring region of Basilicata are two architectural styles found almost nowhere else in the world. Trulli, found around Alberobello, are distinctive huts with conical roofs, used in ancient times for agricultural purposes and today housing boutique B&Bs. Just a few hours to the west, the cave dwellings known as the Sassi di Matera have been inhabited since Paleolithic times.

GOTHIC

When the Angevin dynasty was kicked out of Sicily by the Spanish in the 13th century, they moved their capital to Naples, and brought with them Gothic architecture, characterized by pointed arches, flying buttresses, and massive, open, airy interiors. Prime examples include the Complesso Monumentale di Santa Chiara and the Duomo di Napoli.

BAROQUE

Baroque architecture, characterized by elaborate, theatrical ornamentation on everything from interiors to facades, took root in Lecce when the Catholic church tried to reassert its power after Turkish invasions throughout Puglia in the 17th and 18th centuries, and in Sicilian towns like Noto after devastating earthquakes allowed the Spanish rulers of the time to rebuild lavishly decorated palaces and churches.

A LITTLE BIT OF EVERYTHING

The Duomo di Amalfi, the peculiar Castel del Monte in the hills of Puglia, and Palermo’s massive Palazzo dei Normanni all have Arab, Norman, Romanesque, Byzantine, Gothic, and baroque architectural elements—a mixture that embodies what makes this part of Italy special.



Day 7: Alberobello and Lecce

Get an early start today to see the iconic trulli of Alberobello, conical huts that have become a symbol of the Apulian countryside. Afterward, continue south toward the baroque town of Lecce in the heart of the Salento peninsula, your base for two nights. Known as the “Florence of the South,” this is where you’ll see layers of history as you wander the 2nd-century Roman Amphitheatre and the deliriously ornamented 17th-century Basilica di Santa Croce. In the evening, enjoy dinner and drinks, sampling this university town’s vibrant dining and nightlife scene.

Day 8: The Salento

Today you’ll make a day trip from Lecce to the Salento coast, starting in seaside Otranto, Italy’s easternmost town. Visit the Castello Aragonese, typical of many castles in this region, built to guard the town from attacks by sea, and grab a fresh seafood lunch, followed by a visit to some of Puglia’s best beaches and swimming spots, such as the 13-ft-deep (4-m-deep) Grotta della Poesia. Sun-kissed and refreshed from your beach day, return to your hotel in Lecce for the night.
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Grotta della Poesia



Sicily

Day 9: Catania

Drop off your rental car in Brindisi, a 35-minute drive from Lecce, and catch a 2-hour flight to Catania Fontanarossa Airport, where you’ll pick up your rental car for the Sicilian portion of your trip. In Catania, wake up your senses at the Pescheria di Catania seafood market, not far from the town’s Piazza del Duomo and impressive Cattedrale di Sant’Agata. Admire the basalt architecture of this city built in Mount Etna’s shadow, strolling past ancient Roman sites including a theater and thermal baths, to Villa Bellini, surrounded by many excellent cafés and bars, to get a pastry or aperitivo.
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Best Road Trips

Zooming through golden hills and along dramatic coastlines in a tiny Italian car—this is the stuff vacation dreams are made of. Though the legendary traffic and chaotic driving in cities like Naples and Palermo scare many potential road trippers off, there are some beautiful places to drive in Southern Italy, and these are a few of the best.

THE AMALFI COAST ROAD

You’ve been warned—the twisty, narrow road along the Amalfi Coast, often congested with traffic in the summer, is not for every driver. Still, it’s known as one of the world’s most beautiful roads for a reason, connecting the picturesque towns and villages built into the cliffs of the coast with stunning views around every turn.

A few tips if you decide to drive this route in your own car: Start out early, or even better, drive in the off-season, when the vistas are just as dramatic. Feel free to take your time, and to pull over where possible to let faster drivers pass; there’s no shame in stopping to enjoy the view. If you’re lucky enough to be traveling with another experienced driver, take turns so each of you can have time to look out the window. Call ahead with your accommodation to inquire about parking, which can be difficult in summer. And if all else fails, rent a scooter! These maneuverable vehicles are easy to drive and can whisk past traffic.

THE SALENTO

The relatively uncrowded roads of Puglia, connecting tiny hilltop towns through olive and citrus groves, are ideal for a road trip. This is true perhaps nowhere more so than on the Salento coast, where isolated swimming spots and tiny villages are impossible to access by public transportation.

COASTAL SICILY

Like Puglia, Sicily’s public transportation is a bit less frequent and reliable than in other parts of Italy, and outside of cities, its roads are mercifully uncongested, making this another great place to rent a car for maximum flexibility. Driving along the coast south of Palermo toward Trapani, and south from Syracuse, you’ll pass regional parks protecting untouched nature, and secluded beaches that look more Caribbean than Italian.



Day 10: Mount Etna

Take an excursion to Mount Etna today, an hour’s drive north of Catania. Depending on your tastes, you can hike to the volcanic crater from the Etna Sud visitors center, or sample some volcanic vino at one of the many wineries on the volcano’s slopes. Consider booking a wine tour if you go the latter route. Return to Catania for the night.
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Day 11: Valle dei Templi

Today you’ll drive 2 hours across the island, making your way to Agrigento to visit the Valle dei Templi. A 15-minute drive from the temples, the dramatic, terraced limestone beach of Scala dei Turchi is a great place to meditate on all the history that this part of Sicily has seen. For dinner and a much-needed night’s sleep, head to the regional hub of Agrigento, a 20-minute drive from the beach.

Day 12: Palermo

Four days into your visit to Sicily, you’re heading to Palermo, the island’s buzzing, vibrant capital, a 2-hour drive north from Agrigento. Get the lay of the land at Quattro Canti, or the “Four Corners,” a beautiful baroque landmark at the main crossroads of Palermo’s old town. Nearby, stroll through Piazza Pretoria and the Byzantine church known as La Martorana, before walking south to Mercato di Ballarò for a deep dive into Palermitan street food.

Day 13: Monreale Cathedral

A 20-minute drive from Palermo’s city center, the stunning Cattedrale di Monreale is a can’t-miss UNESCO World Heritage Site, built in the 12th century, when Sicily was under Norman rule. Return to Palermo in the early evening with a typically Sicilian passeggiata along the waterfront Foro Italico, heading to Mercato Vucciria just as its alleyways start to bustle with young people drinking, dancing, and snacking on Palermitan street food delicacies.

Day 14: Journey Home

Begin your last day in Sicily with breakfast at the oldest coffee roaster in Palermo, Casa Stagnitta, before starting your journey home. For most, this will mean a flight back to Naples or Rome, but the adventurous may want to travel back to Naples by ferry, or perhaps continue their Southern Italian adventures elsewhere.


SPOTLIGHT

Tasting Southern Italy

Southern Italy is rich with delicious gastronomic experiences. Stroll through lemon groves, go in search of the best pizza in Naples, or watch pasta being made by hand on the streets of Bari.

Seafood

Seafood is the area’s true gastronomic specialty, one you’ll find highlighted in nearly every restaurant. The coastal cuisine features sardines, swordfish, mackerel, red mullet, Mediterranean tuna, anchovies, and sweet red shrimp. On the Amalfi Coast, a very localized seafood specialty can be found in Cetara on the Amalfi Coast: alici, or anchovies, served fresh and preserved with oil. You’ll find fresh-shucked ricci di mare (sea urchin) on Puglia’s coast, and a highlight of a visit to Sicily is Catania’s A’ Piscaria fish market. In Trapani and surrounding areas in Western Sicily, fish couscous is a local specialty. A rich broth is poured over the top of semola couscous and served with a side of fish or seafood. Try it at Salamureci Ristorante in Trapani.

Street Food

Street food is a serious business in cities like Palermo, from irresistible panelle (fried chickpea fritters) to the more adventurous pani cà meusa (spleen and lung sandwich). In Catania on Sicily, you’ll find more regional street foods, including arancini (fried rice balls) and cipollina, a pastry stuffed with onions, mozzarella, ham, and tomatoes.

Cucina Povera

Perhaps nowhere else in Italy is as closely linked to cucina povera, or the philosophy of “poor cooking,” than Puglia. Based on creating delicious food with the simplest, best-quality ingredients, see this cooking tradition in action watching pastai (pasta experts) making orecchiette by hand in Bari or visiting olive groves to sample olive oil fresh from the presses.

Regional Specialties

Lemons and Lemon Products

The Amalfi Coast’s distinctive lemons grow on terraced groves along the coastline and are ubiquitous in the region’s cuisine, from pasta sauces to desserts. In Amalfi, the Amalfi Lemon Experience tour and cooking classes give you the chance to visit lemon gardens and see limoncello being made.

Neapolitan Pizza

It’s no exaggeration to say that pizza today would not exist as we know it—essentially, flatbread topped with tomatoes and cheese—if it weren’t for Neapolitan pizza, invented in Naples in 1889. Finding your favorite means stopping in a few of the most iconic pizzerias, like L’Antica Pizzeria da Michele, as well as some of the newer top-ranked spots in the city such as Pizzaria La Notizia.

Pasta alla Norma

Named after Vincenzo Bellini’s opera, Catania’s famous dish is made with tomato sauce, fried eggplant, fresh basil, and grated ricotta salata cheese on top. Try it at Uzeta Bistro Sicilian.

Pane Cunzatu

Translating to “seasoned bread,” this sandwich packed with anchovies, olives, oregano, tomato, and cheese is typical all around Sicily and can be found around Sicily. Try it at Da Alfredo on the island of Salina.

Wine

Grapes are grown throughout Southern Italy, but perhaps the most unique place to taste vino is on the slopes of Mount Etna, where the volcanic soil and high elevation lends unique ash, sand, and minerals to the flavor.

Marsala

While in Western Sicily, taste marsala in its namesake town, where this fortified wine is experiencing a resurgence.

Malvasia

This local Sicilian wine is known for its honeysuckle aroma and pear notes. Visit wineries and vineyards in the Aeolian islands of Lipari and Salina.

Sweets and Pastries

Baked Goods

Always save a little room for dessert, because the pastry specialties from Naples and the Amalfi Coast are not to be missed. Start your day with a classic Neapolitan sfogliatella, a shell-shaped pastry with citrus-infused ricotta filling.

In Sicily, many bakeries keep alive centuries-old recipes perfected by nuns cloistered in convents; give them a try at Palermo’s I Segreti del Chiostro or Erice’s Pasticceria Maria Grammatico.

Chocolate

The southeastern town of Modica is famous for its chocolate, a legacy of Spanish rule in Sicily. The texture makes Modica chocolate stand out: sugar crystals can be felt in each bite of chocolate, a result of the unique production process. Try it at Antica Dolceria Bonajuto.

Granita

A specialty of the Sicilian provinces of Messina and Catania, granita is a semi-frozen Italian ice served with whipped cream and a brioche on the side for dipping. Flavors range from fruity (lemon, mulberry, strawberry) to nutty (pistachio, almond), as well as ricotta and coffee. Go to Bar Dama Francesco in Milazzo.
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