Sicily and Malta in the Winter
A Road Scholar Adventure
March 5, 2019
We left on the coldest day of the year in Austin. Waking up at 5 AM was unpleasant and disorienting. I sat impatiently
anticipating that the WINGZ driver might not arrive. But, it turned out, he showed up exactly on time. While waiting, I
realized that I still had a few things to do. Like brushing my teeth and moving our suitcases to the garage.
At the airport Gail’s two artificial hip replacements caught the metal detector’s attention. She had to be patted down, an
unpleasant and prolonged process. The TSA agent was thorough, but not unpleasant. We weren’t much delayed
because we had left early. And, of course, there was no traﬃc at that time in the morning. The flight was on time. Finally,
our plane took oﬀ for Chicago. We were on our way.

March 6
Gail got a few hours sleep on the flight from Chicago to Frankfort but not me. I really don’t like these transatlantic flights.
They seem to take longer as I age. I tried watching two old movies - Casablanca and Princess Bride – and then trying to
sleep, but to no avail. The quarters were too tight. There was too much noise and distractions. The seat was
uncomfortable. Upon disembarking we wandered wearily into the first class lounge. The Europeans do lounges well, lots
of food and comfortable chairs. But it was still a chore to have to wait for three hours before our flight to Sicily. I took
advantage of the lounge to brush my teeth and take a few pills. But I remained tired and out of sorts.
After a half hour delay we took oﬀ for Catania, Sicily in a rickety old Airbus 320. The plane was parked several miles from
the terminal and it took 20 interminable minutes in a bus to get to it.
We were met at the airport by a cheerful Sicilian named Salvatore who drove a black Jaguar, the longest car that I saw
the whole time I was on the island. One hour later we arrived at the Grand Hotel San Pierrot, a lovely establishment
perched on a prominence overlooking the Mediterranean Sea in Taormina. Taormina will be our base of operation for the
next week (we will change hotels to the one chosen by Road Scholar after two days, but we’ll remain in Taormina the
whole time we’re in Sicily). Our room was upgraded to one with a grand view of the sea. The sun was shining, the
temperature hovered around 60 F, and the forecast was for more of the same.
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We had dinner with John and Nancy, our traveling companions, at the hotel. We had eaten a lot during the day – a
portent of things to come – and ordered a light meal for supper. Mine was tasty, a concoction of pasta and ground up
sardines. Gail’s had a delicious fish dish. Then early to bed.

March 7
What a breakfast! Sicilian cannolis were everything they’d been advertised to be.
The weather was perfect. It was time to go for a stroll.
Taormina is a vertical town. We marched up 100 steps to the main street. It's
pedestrian only and lined with a wealth of shops. Along the way we wandered
through the town park. It’s full of trees and had a beautiful view of the sea and Mount
Etna. Then on to a pleasant lunch, and a cannoli for desert (I was told that the
singular is “cannolo”, the plural “cannoli”. But everyone back home calls them
cannolis regardless of their number), and then back to the bunk for a quick nap. I‘m
hoping to make cannoli my basic food group throughout our stay. They really do
them right in Sicily.
We walked up to town again for an intimate dinner at a restaurant with the ingenious
name of 3/4quatri. With only four or five tables in a tiny space, it was about the
smallest restaurant I’ve ever been in. However despite a charming waiter/host, the
food turned out to be only so-so. It was one of the few disappointing meals I had in
Sicily.

March 8
I awoke with a cold. A sore throat. Coughing and sneezing I made it to breakfast and
then, sucking it up, joined Gail and our friends for shopping. At 1:00 we took a cab
to Road Scholar’s choice of hotel, the Continental Hotel on the other side of the
town. It has a magnificent view of Mount Etna. After lunch we were looking forward
to meeting the Road Scholar group before dinner.
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March 9
A coincidence. There was a couple
from Florida, Bob and Beth, who were
on our Road Scholar trip to Croatia.
After breakfast our group (a total of 22
scholars in all) toured the city with our
guide Rosa. She comes from Sicily
and talks with her hands like a native,
but grew up in Connecticut and
speaks English with a New York
accent.
The highlight of the day was our visit
to Taormina’s Greek/Roman
amphitheater. Situated on a hill
overlooking the sea and with Mt Etna
in the background, it is a remarkably
well preserved 10,000 seat structure.
Afterwards we had a delightful lunch
at a restaurant that we just happened
to eat at twice previously.
There were no planned activities for
the afternoon or evening. We did some
serious shopping and had a wonderful
dinner.

March 10
It took two bus trips to get to Syracusa our destination for Sunday. The roads in Taormina are too small for a large bus,
so we had to divide up and take two small buses to a parking lot out of town where a larger vehicle met us and made the
1.25 hour trip to Syracusa. The city features an archeological park, which consists of a Roman amphitheater (used for
gladiator fights?), a Greek theater, and the Ear of Dionysos (a cave that got its name from the fact that its acoustics are
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Greek Theater
such that you can spy on the people within). The amphitheater
was built in the 7th century BC by the Greeks and modified
through the years by a succession of invaders. From there we
walked across a small bridge to the island of Ortygia, the historical
center of Syracusa. We ate another wonderful lunch (6 or 7 small
courses) and returned to Taormina at 5PM so that we could eat
again (a fish meal) at 7:30. My cold was not getting better.
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March 11
I wasn’t too excited about taking an Italian
cooking class but it was on our schedule so
I attended. It turned out to be fun. And
educational. The chef, Massimo Tomarchio,
was wonderfully organized. He took us to
the market and then arranged it so that
every one had a job. We made pasta, a
chocolate desert (that’s our friends
preparing the dish), a fish baked in a salt
shell, and more. And then we ate it all.
Delicious.
The cold that I was suﬀering with for a few
days didn’t disturb my appetite but I
couldn’t sleep and was uncomfortable all
night. Gail convinced me to take some
Cipro. Hope to feel better in the morning.
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March 12
Today a visit to Mt. Aetna was scheduled. We
went despite the weather. The wind was
blowing 30 mph, the temperature was below
50, and in the interior of the island it was
snowing. All this was forecast, but Rosa told
us that the weathermen were always wrong.
Not this time. We took a train ride around the
mountain but didn’t see much. Afterwards we
visited the Gambino winery and had lunch
there. Dinner was across the street from the
hotel. That was good because the wind was
still howling and I had to wear my down
jacket. And, by the way, I was feeling quite a
bit better. Again, it shows that you should
always listen to your wife.
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March 13
Oﬀ to Catania. It’s the second biggest city in Sicily, right after
Palermo. The main thoroughfare is impressive as is the
Duomo. We walked through the fish/meat market. Everyone
held their noses, noting the awful smell but I didn’t smell
anything. Apparently my cold had somehow messed with my
odor detectors. I hoped that it would be temporary.
Catania is the birthplace of Vincenzo Bellini, the opera
composer. The city has built an opera house in his honor and
we visited it. It’s somewhat similar to La Scala, but grander.
We had lunch at a fancy restaurant located in the main square.
The logistics of obtaining a meal were strange. First you
picked out a table, noting the number it bore on its surface.
Then you ordered from the enormous number of displayed
dishes. I asked for stuﬀed squid. The guy behind the counter
asked whether I wanted an accompanying dish. I pointed to a
pasta concoction. He acted as if I had committed a crime.
Apparently that combination wasn’t appropriate. I ended up
with mixed vegetables to accompany the calamari. Next, I told
the counter man my table number. After ordering I went back
to the table. In the meanwhile they microwaved my dish.
Finally a waiter delivered my meal.
In the evening we had our last dinner in Sicily at a restaurant
that featured a musical duo – one musician sang and played
the guitar. The other, his name was Paganini (at least that’s
what the first fellow called him) played the accordion. They
were terrific!
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March 14
We had to get up at 3AM. But there was a problem with our
transportation and we had a delayed departure from the
hotel (I could have slept a half hour longer). Rosa had to call
half the taxi drivers in Taormina in order to get all of us to
the airport in Catania on time. We checked in without
incident.
A few words about the,Continental Hotel where we had
bunked in Taormina. It had several things going for it. The
view from the dining room and terrace was spectacular
(although not from our room). Breakfast was excellent. I had
a cannoli every morning that I stuﬀed myself. Balancing
these positive points were some severe deficiencies. The
WiFi was awful, dropping oﬀ the earth at irregular intervals.
Worst was the location of the electrical outlets. They were
under fixed night tables only a few inches from the floor.
They required some bizarre contortions in order to plug in
the charger for our numerous devices. In sum, I would rate
it 3 stars out of 5.
We arrived in Malta after a 50 minute trip, 25 of which
consisted of a bus ride to the plane. After a great landing,
we took a cab to Valletta. The driver was a wizened old
fellow who constantly cursed the traﬃc under his breath as
well as the capabilities of his fellow drivers. Our hotel, the
Palais Le Brun is a recently converted palace. The staﬀ
allowed us to check into our room despite our 9 AM arrival.
The room was spacious and included a large bathroom.
There were USB ports at bedside and a shower with an
overhead sprinkler as well as a hand held one. The WiFi
was faster than at home. Impressive. I immediately
showered, but because European showers are enclosed on
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only one side, I left a couple of gallons on the tile floor. I hope the people below don’t mind. After a brief nap we
wandered into Valetta to explore.
The main drag was filled with pedestrians. It is lined with some impressive old buildings that we’ll learn more about
tomorrow after we meet our guide. We ate lunch at a place specializing in Maltese food. I tried “fried” rabbit that
somehow or other was turned into a stew. Despite the sauce, the bunny was dry and filled with small bones. I’m sorry
Bugs. Never again. After returning to our hotel, Gail showered, we napped, and we reserved two seats for dinner at the
restaurant in the hotel. The meal was excellent. My pappardelle with oyster mushrooms was delicious. Then to bed.

March 15
Clive, our guide, met us in the lobby promptly at 9 AM. We travelled by car. Malta was a British colony from 1813 to 1964
and adhere to many English traditions. Everyone speaks English as a second language and they drive on the left. There
was much to see. In the morning we visited the small fortified city of Mdina. It’s divided in half, one part bearing narrow
winding medieval streets. Later we motored further afield. The highlight of our trip was definitely the 5,000 year old
Mnajdra megaliths used for animal sacrifices and worship. They predate Stonehenge and the pyramids. The enormous
stones are aligned so that at the equinoxes light shines through gaps and passes through the main doorway. According
to Wikipedia, the site was vandalized in 2001 by a group armed with crowbars. It took some doing to repair their
damage.
We had a delightful lunch in a fishing village (I had a superb squid cake). Afterwards we got a quick look at the Blue
Grotto. Some gardens that overlook the harbor followed, then we took a long walk along Republic Boulevard, the main
pedestrian thoroughfare of the Valetta. We returned to the hotel exhausted. Dinner was at the hotel and then to bed.
Tomorrow, we visit the island of Gozo.

March 16
The Malta archipelago consists of three inhabited islands: Malta, Gozo, and Comino. The last has three inhabitants (there
were 4 last year, but one passed away). Today we ferried to island number two, Gozo. We took a car to the ferry and
were met by a Mercedes after we landed. The island’s population is about 37,000. It apparently is a popular place for
British expatriates. I can see the attraction. The climate is better than in England, the inhabitants speak English, and it is
cheaper than back home.
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Gozo’s major attractions are the Ggigantija Temples, megalith structures that date from 3,500 BC, predating every other
ancient Stone Age structure except for one recently discovered in Turkey. They appear similar to the ones we saw on the
main island of Malta, but they are older and built from a harder form of limestone.
After examining the site we drove over to the seaside to a salt producing area. The pans date from Roman times but they
remain in use. Salt is harvested
in the summer, after the rains of
spring. We ate lunch in a
restaurant, Ti Ricardo, run by a
family that raises goats and
sheep and makes their own
cheese from the unpasteurized
milk of these animals. After
lunch we happened upon the
preparations for a festival being
held that evening. They were
decorating a place called the
citadel with some 30,000
candles of various colors.
We returned to the ferry in the
afternoon and to our bunk at
about 5PM. We paid Clive and
bid him farewell. He was an
excellent guide, very
knowledgeable,
accommodating, and cheerful.
If you’re ever in Malta, I
recommend his services.
We tried booking several
restaurants for dinner but they
were full (it was Saturday night).
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Finally we asked a young woman at
reception for a recommendation. It turned
out to be a sports bar. But the food was
plentiful and not bad.

March 17
We flew on Lufthansa from Malta to Munich.
Two hours, no issues. The airport Hilton is
within walking distance of the terminal and
we checked in to the most modern hotel
room I’ve ever been in. The toilet flushes by
waving your hand at it. We had planned on
briefly touring Munich, but he train ride into
the city took 45 minutes and it was already
4 PM. So we ended up eating in the hotel
and going to bed early. It’s been a long time
away from home.

March 18
The flight home went without incident. Well
there was one. When we arrived at checkin
I realized that I had forgotten my backpack.
It held may camera and a lot of essentials. I
had to run back to the hotel, get another
key to the room, and retrieve it.
On the flight back I couldn’t sleep. Again.
But I did see a good movie, “The Green
Book”.
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