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After a few miles on the road to Mount Etna, Sicily's villages disappear, leaving just
the sharp contrast of the forested areas (known as dagola ) and the lava fields of the
voleano, ossified and nearly barren. Flashes of the Ionian Sea are visible below.
Carmelo Giuffrida, my guide, explains how the split nature of this landscape is echoed
in the character of the people who live close by—in their irreverence and fatalism. One
house might be destroyed in an eruption; another, only feet away, spared. We get out
of the four-wheel drive at Monterosso and start climbing toward the Val di Bove.
Apart from the crunch of our boots on the volcanic sand, an occasional birdcall, and a
low grumbling from the volcano that becomes more apparent as we ascend, there are
no sounds. The hard climb means that Carmelo and I barely speak, save for his
pointing out trees and plants. Many of these have medicinal and mythic associations:
One is thought to halt mortality, another is an antiseptic that Achilles supposedly
used, and a third would hydrate lonely climbers when there was no water around. As
we get higher, the trees seem more like bonsai than pine. A pair of falcons hover
overhead. And then we arrive at the Val di Bove, a vast crater that resembles an
unending primordial valley. As Carmelo moves off to let me experience it by myself,
the rumbling grows more intense. I sit there for what feels like an hour, watching the
shadows change.

Carmelo, a fifty-year-old naturalist from Catania, Sicily's second-largest city, on the
eastern coast, left the island for a couple of decades to live in New York, and traveled
extensively in Latin America and India before his parents got sick and he came home
to take care of them. He decided to stay and, as a guide, to introduce visitors to the
unique flora and wildlife and to the true character of Etna—the paradox of violence
and nurturing—that is the reality of the volcano. As we walk back down from our
conquest, we discuss Bruce Chatwin's book In Patagonia —and then how the
personality of the volcano (the creator, the destroyer, and the equalizer) can be
compared to Indian deities. I am struck by how Carmelo's adventures farther afield
have made him more attuned to nuance in his explanations of his home turf. Carmelo
is part of a new wave of Sicilians who are changing the way the island is experienced
by travelers. Among others I had heard of —and had now set out to find—are the
owner of a small modern hotel outside Syracuse; a chef in Ragusa Ibla, said to be one
of the most innovative in Italy; a young woman near Menfi making some of the
island's best olive oils; a dessert wine impresario who has created a stylish resort on
his vineyard in Salina; and a slew of emerging wine producers. Sicily, known for
sending away its sons and daughters (think Corleone!), is, like my native Ireland,
reversing the migratory pattern as a result of new prosperity. Talent is coming home,
and making its mark.
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The quest to find these game changers leads me to less traveled areas of Sicily, like
Trapani, Syracuse, and the Aeolian Islands, a volcanic archipelago in the Tyrrhenian
Sea. What binds them all, I find, is a skillful trick of combining innovation with
respect for tradition. (This is, after all, a place that has an ingrained, almost tribal
reverence for tradition.) Most left Sicily—a place that seemed locked into cycles of
corruption, crime, and neglect—as a matter of necessity but returned to reinvent a
family business or to start one that they felt the island lacked.

My search for the new people changing the island was spurred by a conversation
about recent Sicilian wine vintages with Ghino Poggialini, who runs one of my
favorite wine stores in Tuscany, where I live. He introduced me to the wines from
Serramarrocco, where—improbably, given the heat of Sicily—they make an elegant
Bordeaux-style blend, albeit with a distinctly southern note. It turns out that the
winery was started a few years ago by a young Sicilian baron who returned from
London to take over the business. I want to find out what brought him home, and so
begin my journey in the Trapani region, near his property, about an hour west of
Palermo. In the spring, this fertile plain with vineyards and abandoned farmhouses is
as green as Ireland and highlighted with fluorescent-red poppies. Now, in late
summer, the earth is gold and beige with fields of winter melons ripening under the
sun. The grapes are fat on browning vines—the source of a large portion (more than
sixty percent) of the island's wine. The forty-one-year-old Baron Marco di
Serramarrocco has a prime site not far from the hilltop town of Erice, a felicitous piece
of terroir for wine with its high altitude, plentiful sunshine, and cool nights. The
views, too, are vintage: of the Egadi Islands in the Mediterranean and, nearby, Segesta,
a simple, perfectly preserved fifth-century Doric temple. The baron tells me that his
family has owned the property since 1619. In fact, the Phoenicians are thought to have
produced their own wines here—ancient vases with vines inside have been discovered
on the land. As we make our way around the vineyard, Baron Serramarrocco tells me
that until 2000, the family treated winemaking as a hobby, mostly for their own, and
friends', consumption. In 2000, Serramarrocco's grandmother started bottling the
wine for sale, but she died a year later, and it was at this point that the baron, who
worked for Lloyd's insurance in London, came back.
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His departure from Sicily as a child had been chilling and sudden. His father, an
investigative journalist for the newspaper Corriere della Sera, got hold of a copy of the
file on him compiled by the terrorist group the Red Brigades—which included
information on when his son arrived at and left school. The future baron was
promptly sent abroad. (The Sicilian Mafia were less inclined to target the nobility—
even a nosy reporter—than they were the police and lawyers who were trying to shut
them down, whereas the Red Brigades were Marxists for whom blue blood was bait.)
Three decades later, he was back.

"I felt like an immigrant even though my family is from here," Serramarrocco tells me.
"I saw a Sicily that I didn't know, and I was passionate about getting to understand it
better." Now he plans to restore the old baglio (farmhouse) and turn it into a cellar,
tasting room, and small guesthouse, as well as to devote himself to the vineyard. As
Serramarrocco sees it, he is part of a generation of people in their thirties and forties
"who are proponents of a new type of place that is less old-fashioned but who respect
the old stories too."

Alongside its wine production, Trapani has traditionally been a center of both tuna
fishing and salt harvesting. Spring still brings the mattanza, a famously bloody hunt
in which fishermen harpoon the finest red tuna prized by the Japanese. But beyond
that, overfishing has caused the stock to plummet. Now the coastline is devoted to
more recreational activities, and even on fall days, men wear bathing suits and
sandals as their seaside uniform. The city of Trapani received a big face-lift when it
hosted the America's Cup in 2005, but it is still not particularly pretty, apart from its
historic center. The nearby salt pans are a patchwork of watery fields hemmed in by
submerged stone walls. The industry was decimated by global competition in the
1960s, but the few pans that remain are of the highest quality. In the late morning, the
salt stands like mounds of snow, the hue fading from red brown to bright white,
marking the stages of evaporation. On the mountain above is Erice, with striking
views, where a fortified castle now houses a small hotel. (It's also said to be where
Daedalus made his first successful landing, unlike his unfortunate son, Icarus, whose
wax wings melted in the sun as he tried to fly too high from the summit. Everywhere
you go in Sicily, it seems a mythological event has taken place.) The town stays cool
even in the stifling summer months because of its altitude, and people from Palermo
and Rome have started buying up abandoned buildings for weekend retreats.
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Not far from Erice is the scruffier Menfi, a victim of the 1968 earthquake that
destroyed much of the Belice Valley. Here I meet Gabriella Becchina, a thirty-four-
year-old who is considered one of the new ambassadors of the area. Once an art
historian in New York, she returned to Sicily a few years ago to help her father turn
his olives into an upscale business for oil and tourism. Tenuta Pignatelli comprises a
one-hundred-acre expanse of olive groves and lemon trees with a historic main villa
from the early 1800s. It is immediately clear that Gabriella has a flair for marketing as
she explains the changes she's made. The place has morphed from being a very good
olive oil producer with a few bedrooms for rent to hosting tastings, yoga retreats, and
cooking classes. Fresh figs, just-picked flowers, and huge jugs of green oil lie around
the open kitchen. We wander through the main building, and Gabriella tells me that
she and her family take guests to local markets so they can understand the ingredients
before they cook together. The olive harvest is a communal event, and a new store
showcases the different oils for sale. In the guest cottages nearby, Gabriella has kept
the antique pieces that the family collected and is now looking to add more-modern
amenities such as an infinity pool and spa. Nonetheless, her approach remains
artisanal rather than slick. "Our vocation is to make Sicily less rough but still
authentic,” she explains in a sound bite that becomes clearer as I continue my tour of
the island, and something I will hear from many people her age.

The drive to Syracuse grows increasingly picturesque. Prickly pears are in season in
shades of yellow and purple. Carob trees and fat cows dominate the landscape.
Baroque villages with flashy cathedrals cling to limestone cliffs. Old men sell
September peaches and giant melons out of the backs of beat-up trucks. Marzamemi, a
quintessential Mediterranean port with fishing boats in bright blues and yellows, has
an unusually large sun-washed central square. At the town's La Conchiglietta
restaurant, I find the best spaghetti alle vongole of my trip (my lifelong quest for
exceptional versions of this clam dish verges on the religious) and crisp white Inzolia,
a well-crafted wine whose production is mostly confined to Sicily. This area is away
from the highways that feed the island's more built-up coastline, and nearby is one of
the most beautiful swimming beaches I see in Sicily—white sand beside turquoise
water that flows between the mainland and Capo Passero Island. Up the coast is the
Vendicari Nature Reserve, a habitat that migrating birds use as a stopover on their
way south. Reminders of the past include the ruins of a Swabian castle and an
abandoned tuna factory.
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Syracuse and the neighboring towns of Noto, Modica, and Ragusa Ibla are among the
most striking in Sicily. They are also gastronomic centers. In Baroque Noto, the
highlight is a granita, tasting of tart fresh lemon and milky almond, at the famous
Caffe Sicilia; the owner, Corrado Assenza, who studied agronomy at the University of
Bologna, is a genius with traditional southern pastries like cannoli and cassata and
with surprising desserts like zabaglione with white pepper and extra-virgin olive oil.
Modica, a town impossibly built into two sides of a ravine, is legendary for its
chocolate (it was used in the Bronze Age to preserve meat). The most renowned of the
shops is Antica Dolceria Bonajuto, a family-run operation since 1880, with chocolate
varieties like peperoncini and nutmeg. I am trying not to spoil my appetite, and show
commendable restraint by nibbling only a few flavors. The archaic packaging, the
signs labeling the cocoa content for each, and the shopkeepers in their white lab coats
behind the glass make the shop feel more like an apothecary than a store.

I have made a reservation at Duomo in Ragusa Ibla, presided over by a chef who is
arguably Sicily's most celebrated, thirty-eight-year-old Ciccio Sultano. After stints at
New York's Felidia restaurant and in Germany, the native son returned home to look
for a spot to open his own restaurant and settled on the UNESCO World Heritage Site
of Ragusa Ibla. "I had been visiting this town since I was a boy, and it's an enchanting
place,” he says. Ciccio's dining room has almost a British country feel, with its
flowered wallpaper and leather chairs. French doors lead onto a small flower-covered
terrace. The atmosphere is unpretentious—this is not the domain of a big ego. But then
my food arrives, and I forget the surroundings: The amuse-bouche is truffle ice cream
between two crackers with a dollop of olive oil. A truffle ice-cream sandwich is
something I'd never imagined, but I will want to have it again. A heaping basket of
still-warm homemade bread, topped with cherry tomatoes and onions, is set down,
and I try not to eat more than a few slices. The next dish is a Sicilian classic, spaghetti
with mullet bottarga, or preserved roe. Sultano's version comes with carrot juice (a
signature touch)—a strange addition, it seems, until I dig in and discover that it
lessens the effect of the fishy bottarga without detracting from its flavor. Then comes
swordfish crusted with pistachios and topped with streaks of tomato-basil sauce. A
fantastic fresh mulberry sorbet is the palate cleanser. And finally it's time for dessert:
cannoli in a prickly pear soup. The delicate ricotta isn't too sweet, and all the
traditional ingredients are here—the pears, the almonds, the delicate flaky pastry—
but in a more artistic presentation. Sultano's approach is not so much to reinvent the
dish but to focus on what is best about it and to introduce a small change that makes it
surprising and innovative. Of course, much of the finest Sicilian food reflects the high
quality of the local produce, courtesy of the island's fertile soil—virtues of which
Sultano is the master.
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Sicily still attracts a large number of travelers, but most of these follow traditional
trails—some come for the faded splendor of its classical ruins and some for the
beaches, while many Italian Americans come in search of their roots in the small
mountain towns. Ortygia, the ancient part of Syracuse where Greek settlers landed in
the eighth century B.C. and where the original port was built, has a laissez-faire
attitude and sites mostly ignored by mainstream visitors. But it's one of the island's
most beautiful and historically significant cities. Dilapidated waterfront buildings and
roads lead to a series of piazzas, at the center of which is the Piazza del Duomo, the
main square, with its Baroque cathedral built on the ruins of an ancient Greek temple
to Athena. As the night wears on, locals pour into its cafés and restaurants.

Just outside Syracuse is an archaeological park and the Latomia del Paradiso (Garden
of Paradise), a wild expanse of magnolia and citrus trees, as well as a theater built in
the fifth century B.C. These sites and the city's proximity to towns like Noto and
Modica and the beaches along the coast were just part of the appeal for Emanuela
Marino, a thirty-six-year-old native of Syracuse, and Gareth Shaughnessy, her Irish
partner, whom she met while working at a Japanese corporation in London.

They both knew that they didn't want to remain in northern Europe and so grabbed
the chance to restore Emanuela’s family farm. "There was a huge opportunity to offer
a different kind of service in Syracuse,” she says. The painstakingly renovated Caol
Ishka, a ten-room hotel on the banks of the Anapo River, is the result of their efforts.
Rooms are modern and unfussy. "I didn't want to create a fake traditional farm but
rather something contemporary yet not shocking, using warm colors and materials,"
Emanuela explains. "My outside experience influences how I approach everything
from management to marketing. I can create a place with the eye of someone who has
lived in London, for people who want certain amenities.” Knowing something about
the sclerotic nature of Italian bureaucracy myself, however, I can see that if Emanuela
were not from Syracuse originally, she would have had a much harder time with the
permits.

Salina, in the Aeolian islands, is my last stop. I have been wanting to go for years—
Italians whose taste I trust gush when they describe them. The islands become a beach
mob scene in summer, but they're sleepy enclaves the rest of the year. I take the ferry
from Milazzo, and as I approach Salina, the perfectly formed volcanic island of
Stromboli and the stark island of Panarea seem placed merely to create an idyllic view.
Salina was supposedly home to the sirens who tempted Odysseus and served as the
film location for I/ Postino, the movie about a postman who befriends Pablo Neruda
(exiled to the island) and depends on his advice after falling in love with a local girl.
All of which is to say that it is a very romantic backdrop, with twin volcanoes
dominating the scenery and little roads snaking along the coast and through its center.
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I hire a motorino (mopeds are the best way to navigate the small thoroughfares) and
set out to explore the island. The smell of warm pine is all around as I ride, a scent I
strongly associate with Italian summers and with not needing to be anywherein a
hurry. In Pollara, where much of Il Postino was shot, I clamber down what feels like
hundreds of stone steps next to the volcanic rockface that falls sharply to the sea. I
swim in the cool water alongside a few local teenagers and then warm up on the black
boulders in the cove. I eat fresh seafood in Rinella, the island's smaller port, and linger
as the fishing boats move in and out of the harbor. Toward sunset, I walk up Monte
Fossa through lines of pines and watch the sun drop behind the volcano. And for
dinner that night, I book a table at the Capofaro resort, a family vineyard to which the
owner added a stylish hotel a couple of years ago. The huge open dining area looks out
at sea and the neighboring islands. I eat a simple and excellent amberjack carpaccio
lightly flavored with olive oil, sea salt, and basil. As I drink the hotel's malvasia, the
sweet dessert wine Salina is known for, I am happy that the owner decided to continue
the island's tradition of winemaking while giving his property a chic makeover. By
making his home a destination, he—like Baron Serramarrocco, Emanuela, and Ciccio
—has opened up a Sicily off the beaten path, and given the island a new lease on life.
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