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instant escapes
CUT-OUT-AND-GO GUIDE I Secret Sicily

Secret Sicily
Discover the beaches and hill towns the crowds haven’t found yet

An hour’s heart-racing drive east from Palermo, along terrible roads with 
worse drivers, lie Cefalù and the Madonie Mountains. It’s a part of Sicily 
that’s woefully overlooked, given its ancient ruins, medieval hill towns, 
sparkling sea and sensational food and wine at bargain prices. You’ll find 
very few tourists, too — so keep it under your hat. By Francesca Angelini
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instant
escapes

See & do 
l In Cefalù, start the day with  

an early dip in the cut-glass sea, before  
the locals arrive to flaunt their tans. For 
a city beach, Cefalù’s sandy offering is 
impressive — long and wide — and the 
setting dramatic, while silhouettes of 
the Aeolian islands sit on the horizon.

l Once you’ve dried off, explore the 
city’s cobbled lanes: the Norman-Arab 
cathedral is unmissable — built in the 
12th century, according to myth, by 
Roger II, Sicily’s Norman ruler, after  
he found refuge on the beach during a 
storm. It’s more likely the product of his 
power struggle with Pope Innocent II. 
Outside, it’s a fortress, with doorways, 
archways and adjacent cloisters in 
Norman-French, Byzantine and subtle 
Arab styles. Inside, are some of the 
most decadent, best preserved 
Byzantine mosaics in Italy (cattedrale 
dicefalu.com; free, cloisters £2.50).

l Now it’s time to ascend La Rocca, the 
crag that towers over town. The climb 
begins with the Salita Saraceni, an 
enormous staircase. Halfway up is the 
Temple of Diana, a megalithic structure 
dating from the 8th-9th century BC. 
Carry on, past the pine woods and 
patches of wild herbs, to the top. The 
view over the ochre-coloured city 
roofs is worth every step.

l In the afternoon, head east along  
the coast for 30km, to Castel di Tusa,  
a laid-back town of rocky beaches and 
calm waters. It prides itself on being a 
haven of art, and the surroundings are 

Sea here: cefalù 
seafront; below, 
vineyards of the 
regaleali estate; 
bird’s-eye view of 
cefalù’s cathedral 
and terracotta roofs

dotted with big and bold modern 
sculptures by artists from all over the 
world, commissioned in the late ’80s. 
The most impressive is La Piramide, an 
enormous rust-coloured pyramid that 
hangs imposingly on a clifftop nearby. 
Reaching it means a drive along hairpin 
bends, but if you pack some beers and 
salami, it’s a great spot to sit and watch 
the sun go down over the shining Med.

l You’ve nailed the coast. Now the 
mountains call. Rise early and make  
for the Petralie, twin medieval villages 
at the southern edge of the verdant 
Madonie national park. Potter like the 
locals, buying cheeses such as Tuma 
from the delis of Petralia Sottana,  
then ascend to sister city Soprana, once 
a crucial Greek and Phoenician city.  
Its centre is a hive of narrow streets, 
Gothic churches and old stone houses 
and towers — and Sicilian nonni sitting 
astride the benches enjoying the heat.

l Tasca d’Almerita Regaleali, one of 
Italy’s finest wine estates, is a bumpy 
hour’s drive from the Petralie, along 
roads of potholes that could swallow a 
car. It’s a remote idyll where all you can 
hear is the buzz of insects around the 
fruits in its gardens. The wine-tastings 
here hit just the right notes, expert but 
not pretentious. And the lunch that 
emerges from the family’s villa is rustic 
Sicilian cooking at its best: spaghetti 
alla Norma with a dollop of the freshest 
ricotta you’ll ever have tasted.

l By your third day, you’ll need a hike. 
The Madonie is laced with walking 
trails, maps of which are elusive  
(the best place to find one is Petralia 
Soprana). From Piano Sempria, try  
the gentle two-hour circuit on  
stony, sun-baked paths. Through 
Caciocavallo, cheese-producing 
country, you’ll pass a shepherd’s hut 
and a grove of berry-speckled holly 
trees so old they belong in a fairy tale.

l It’s a 30-minute drive from here  
to Castelbuono, the most gentrified  
of the mountain towns: this is where 
coast-dwelling Sicilians escape the 
heat in the summer months. The 14th- 
century castle is charming, its palace 
chapel bedecked in hilariously OTT 
Baroque cherubs; the frescoes in the 
crypt of the Matrice Vecchia church are 
also splendid, in a more refined way.

Pick the end 
closest to the 
town, where you 
can swim right 
beneath the 
medieval city’s 
honey-coloured 
stone buildings

The most 
prominent mosaic 
is that of Christ  
All Powerful, a 
towering figure 
that leaves  
every visitor 
gobsmacked

INSIDER’S 
TIP

PHOTO 
OPP
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ASK THE 
LOCAL
Nicola Cassata works as  
a travel agent in Cefalù, 
where he’s lived all his life

Capo Playa is a great beach 
west of Cefalù, where you 

can hire a boat and sail along the coast. 
It’s quiet, as the sea deepens close to 
the shore so it’s not great for children. 
For the best marinated carpaccio, I go 
to Osteria del Duomo in Cefalù (Via 
Seminario 5; 00 39 0921 421838), which 
has somehow escaped the tourist lists. 
The Madonie mountains are smattered 
with lovely medieval villages. San 
Mauro Castelverde is the most 
authentic. Don’t miss San Mauro Abate 
church, with its beautiful belvedere. At 
night, head to Cefalù and stroll down 
the lungomare (seafront), which has 
plenty of bars and better prices than 
those in the town’s old quarter.

eat
l Perfect pizzas

Il CASTellO (Mains about £6)
Because: Crispy base, fluffy dough, 
generous toppings and top tomato 
sauce… This Petralia Sottana favourite 
excels at pizza (served evenings Friday 
to Sunday). Travel’s tip: Book a table  
in the courtyard — nobody looks  
good in the yellow lighting inside. Via 
Generale di Maria 27, Petralia Sottana; 
00 39 0921 641250, il-castello.net.

l Rustic retreat
DA SAlvATOre (Mains about £9)
Because: There aren’t many places  
like this left in the world: untouched for 
years and family-run, it specialises in 
simple, rustic food cooked well — no 
easy feat. Travel’s tip: Go off-menu 
and ask Salvatore for a selection of  
his best antipasti; the table will soon  
be brimming. Piazza San Michele 3, 
Petralia Soprana; 00 39 0921 680169.

l Pasta master
CeSArINO GIANNINO (Mains  
about £10)
Because: It’s in Santo Stefano di 
Camastra, famous for its colourful 
ceramics, but this old-school trattoria 
is unknown by the tourist hordes. 
Travel’s tip: Order whatever the special 
pasta of the day is — it won’t disappoint. 
Via Garibaldi 14, Santo Stefano di 
Camastra; 00 39 0921 331748.

l Seafood with a view
lO SCOGlIO UBrIACO (Mains  
about £13)
Because: You can see the waves rolling 
while you demolish towering plates of 
fritto misto, swordfish carpaccio and 
grilled fish. Travel’s tip: Parking in 
Cefalù is tricky: try the Giuseppe 
Giardina car park on the seafront.  
Via Carlo Ortolani di Bordonaro 24, 
Cefalù; 00 39 0921 423370.

l Mountain mushrooms
HOSTArIA NANGAlArrUNI
(Four-course set menu from £28)
Because: Celebrated chef Giorgio 
Locatelli adores this slow-food 
restaurant. It’s all local fare, executed 
with clever touches. Travel’s tip: 
Unless you want to risk a carb-coma, 
stick to the shorter tasting menu — it 
has the best of everything. Via delle 
Confraternite 7, Castelbuono; 00 39 
0921 671228, hostarianangalarruni.it.

drinK & Shop
l Wine with a view

le PeTIT TONNeAU
Because: With its bay outlook, it’s the 
best spot in Cefalù for a sundowner 
with cheese and salumi. Travel’s tip: 
You need a balcony seat — book ahead. 
Via Vittorio Emanuele 49, Cefalù; 00 
39 0921 421447, lepetittonneau.it.

l Street of ceramics
vIA vITTOrIA
Because: Santo Stefano di Camastra, 
just along the coast from Castel di  
Tusa, is renowned for hand-painted 
ceramics that still carry Norman  
and Islamic motifs. This street is lined 
with shops selling plates, bowls and 
ornaments. Travel’s tip: Haggle gently. 
Most items don’t have prices and 
shopkeepers won’t be offended.

l Bread and pastry perfection
FIASCONArO
Because: In this pasticceria are shelves 
of chocolate-dipped cookies and 
cream-filled doughnuts. Best of all  
is the Marsala-flavoured panettone. 
Travel’s tip: Buy snacks for a walk in 
the Madonie peaks. Piazza Margherita 
10, Castelbuono; fiasconaro.com.
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Stay
l Rustic villa

vIllA PrINCIPATO (Sleeps 10  
from £1,951 for a week, ie, £28pppn)
Because: It’s so bucolic… Cattle bells, 
whistling shepherds, hills all around. 
Sitting beneath Petralia Sottana, this 
five-bed villa is a low-key, stone-and-
timber affair, with a pool overlooking 
the hillside. Travel’s tip: Book a  
cook, if only for one night. Contrada 
Principata, Raffo, Madonnuzza; 020 
7377 8518, thethinkingtraveller.com/
thinksicily/principato.

l Family time
vIllA CHArMe (Sleeps 8 from  
£1,750 for a week, ie, £31pppn)
Because: Location, location, location… 
You’re near the beach, Cefalù and the 
mountain town of Castelbuono at this 
villa, resplendent with several terraces, 
a massive pool and an annexe — so 
teens can be independent of adults. 
Travel’s tip: If you’ve got two cars, ask 
for a second clicker for the gate. Pollina; 
0203 908 7590, massimovillas.com/
commodity/villa-charme.

l Where the art is
ArT HOTel ATelIer SUl MAre 
(Doubles from £80, B&B)
Because: It’s as eccentric as hotels 
come — each year, a different artist  
is given free rein to decorate a room.  
As the hotel sits above a quiet rocky 
beach ideal for swimming, water is the 
dominant theme, but there are styles  
to suit all tastes. Travel’s tip: Don’t want 
to stay? Pay £6 for a tour of the rooms  
at 12pm each day. Cesare Battisti 4, 
Castel di Tusa, Messina; 00 39 0921 
334295, ateliersulmare.com. 

l City base
lA PlUMerIA (Doubles from  
£96, B&B)
Because: Right in the old part of  
Cefalù, just a couple of turns from  
the Duomo, this modest hotel is  
well placed and elegant, with sunny 
rooms and an outdoor courtyard. 
Travel’s tip: Ask for the attic room 
(No.19), which has the perfect terrace  
for a sundowner. Corso Ruggero 185, 
Cefalù; 00 39 388 6243729, www.
laplumeriahotel.it. 

l Spiritual stay
ABBAzIA SANTA ANASTASIA 
(Doubles from £123, B&B)
Because: You’ll wake up in a medieval 
abbey-come-vineyard. Rooms may  
be spartan at this estate on the outskirts 
of Castelbuono, but the wines are deep 
and full-bodied. Splendid pool, too. 
Travel’s tip: It’s on a private road that 
doesn’t show up on Google so you’ll 
need a good, old-fashioned map. 
Contrada Santa Anastasia; 00 39 0921 
672233, abbaziasantanastasia.com.

l Live like nobility
TeNUTA reGAleAlI (Doubles  
from £440, B&B)
Because: You get to play at being an 
Italian noble. You’ve come for the wine 
and lunch, so stay the night at the 
19th-century villa of this remote wine 
estate beyond the Madonie mountains. 
It has eight bright and breezy guest 
rooms, some with four-poster beds and 
Sicilian decor. Travel’s tip: Ask for one  
of the rooms in the upstairs annexe — 
they’re the biggest, with spectacular 
views across the vine-strewn 

countryside. 00 39 0921  
544011, tascadalmerita.it/en/ 
hospitality/regaleali.

Get me there
GO INDePeNDeNT

BA (ba.com) flies from Heathrow to 
Palermo from £58 one way; easyJet 
(easyjet.com) flies from Gatwick from 
£29 one way; or try ryanair (ryanair.
com) from Stansted, from £25 one way.

GO PACKAGeD
Italy specialist Citalia (01293 765055, 
citalia.com) can arrange seven nights  
at a four-star in Cefalù, from £796pp, 
half board, with Heathrow flights. long 
Travel (01694 722193, long-travel.co.uk) 
has a week at Abbazia Santa Anastasia, 
from £518pp, B&B, including car hire, 
but not flights. Or try thethinking 
traveller.com for villa holidays.

FUrTHer INFOrMATION
See cefalu.it for more details on the 
sights and, among other things, lists  
of parking spots. Or look at italia.it/en/
discover-italy/sicily.

drink in the view:  
clockwise from  
top left, old cefalù 
houses beyond  
a terrace at la 
plumeria hotel; 
spectacular ceramics 
in Santo Stefano di 
camastra; poolside 
at abbey-turned-
agriturismo abbazia 
Santa anastasia; 
pizza at il castello; 
stay among the vines 
at the regaleali 
winery estateP
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Come to stock up 
on wines. Organic, 

bio-dynamic 
— you’ll be hard- 

pressed to find 
lower prices 

elsewhere. The 
Nero d’Avola is  

just one that’s 
recommended 

fOR NON-
guESTS…

Don’t have  
a sweet tooth? Try 

the sourdough, 
proven for  

36 hours — tear-
off-a-chunk-and-

eat delicious!

WRITER’S 
ADVICE

In mushroom 
season (Oct), it’s  
a treat to eat here 
as foragers arrive, 
dropping off 
heaving baskets

Try to come during 
the week — you’ll 
find it abuzz with 
lunching locals

AuTuMN 
PLEASuRE

BEST TIME 
TO VISIT
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