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SALT
PATH

THE 

Tuerredda Beach near Chia village 
in�southern Sardinia

RECLINING ON SARDINIA’S MINERAL-RICH SOUTH COAST, CAGLIARI IS ONE OF EUROPE’S 

UNDERSUNG CAPITALS – BUT A CLUTCH OF NEW HOTELS IS SEASONING THE CITY’S ANCIENT SOUL

BY CATHERINE FAIRWEATHER. PHOTOGRAPHS BY LETIZIA CIGLIUTTI
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 ON THE medieval ramparts 

of the Castello district in Sardinia’s capital, Cagliari, the 

TABLES�OF�'LI�5FlCI�n�A�TIMELESS�AND�TRADITIONAL�RESTAURANT�IN�

THE�RESTORED�0ALAZZO�"OYL�n�ARE�lLLING�UP�FAST��4HIS�IS�A�CITY�

WHERE�THE�LUNCH�HOUR�REMAINS��SACROSANCT�AND�CHURCHES��SCHOOLS�

AND�OFFICES�CLOSE�IN�ITS�HONOUR��,OCALS�AND�VISITORS�COME�

for views of the ancient citadel sweeping down to the port 

AND�SEA��AND�TO�FEAST�ON�THE�NOSTALGIC�FAVOURITE�PORCEDDU��

!��SUCKLING�PIG�IS�SLOW�COOKED�WITH�DANDELION�AND�ROCK�SALT�

extracted from Santa Gilla, the lagoon with salt pans that 

ATTRACTS�THE�CITY�S�FAMOUS�PINK�mAMINGOS��4HE�WHITE�CRYSTALLINE�

PYRAMIDS�THERE�GRAZE�THE�HORIZON�

2EACHING�FOR�THE�RED�WINE��)�KNOCK�OVER�THE�SALT��WHICH�HAS�MY�

#AGLIARITANA�LUNCH�COMPANION��PHOTOGRAPHER�&RANCESCA�!RDAU��

URGING�ME�TO�hAPPEASE�THE�DEVIL�n�THROW�A�PINCH�OVER�YOUR�LEFT�

SHOULDERv��)T�S�A��SUPERSTITION��SHE�TELLS�ME��DATING�BACK�TO�THE�

2OMAN�CONQUEST��WHEN�SALT�WAS�TOO�PRECIOUS�TO�SPILL��)TS�PRODUC-

TION�WAS�THE�FOUNDATION�OF�THE�ISLAND�S�ECONOMY��)N�FACT�THE�

WORD�hSALARYv�COMES�FROM�IT�

)�RELISH�LINGERING�OVER�LUNCH�IN�#AGLIARI��"ACK�IN�MY�STUDENT�

DAYS�IN�)TALY��BEFORE�%5�STANDARDISATION�AND�THE�OFlCE�CULTURE�

OF�LUNCH�ON�THE�HOOF�TOOK�OVER��THE�IMPERATIVE�OF�TIME�TO�SIT�

DOWN�AND�EAT��THEN�HONOUR�THE�SIESTA�HOUR��WAS�A�NON��

NEGOTIABLE�DAILY�RITUAL��'LOBALISATION�HAS�CHANGED�THE�RHYTHMS�

OF�URBAN�LIFE�EVEN�FOR�THE�SOUTHERNERS�OF�THE�-EDITERRANEAN�

BASIN��BUT�#AGLIARI�CONTINUES�ON�ITS�OWN�COURSE��(OVERING�

BETWEEN�MOUNTAIN�AND�SEA��)TALY�AND�!FRICA��UNMOORED��IT�

REMAINS�A�WORLD�APART��

4HE�ISLAND�HAS�LONG�BEEN�EXPLOITED�FOR�ITS�MINERAL�WEALTH�

AND�STRATEGIC�POSITION�IN�THE�MIDDLE�OF�THE�-ED��WITH�ITS�RESI-

DENTS�ENDURING�CENTURIES�OF�COLONISATION�AS�A�RESULT��4HE�

Carthaginians, Phoenicians, Romans, Vandals, Byzantines, 

Arabs, Genoese, Pisans, Aragonese and Spaniards all left their 

MARK��BUT�THE�ISLANDERS��HISTORICAL�INSULARITY�AND�ISOLATION�

MEANS�A�ROBUST�SENSE�OF�SELF�RELIANCE�PERSISTS�

3ARDINIANS�REMAIN�OUTLIERS� IN�THE�%UROPEAN�GENETIC�

�LANDSCAPE�TOO��h4HOSE�YOUNG�BEANS�THAT�YOU�ENJOY�PODDING�

AND�EATING�WITH�A�HUNK�OF�PECORINO�v�SAYS�MY�COMPANION�

�CONSPIRATORIALLY��hYES��THEY�CAN�HELP�YOU�LIVE�LONGER��STRONGER�n�

BUT�IF�YOU�ARE�3ARDINIAN��THEY�CAN�ALSO�KILL�YOU�v�5P�TO�A�QUARTER�

OF�THE�POPULATION�HAS�FAVISM��A�DElCIENCY�OF�THE�ENZYME�

From top right� Calamosca Beach� Faro Capo-Spartivento hotel� 
Opposite� clockwise from bottom left� Emerson Beach Club at 

Poetto beach� view of the Cathedral of Santa Maria� Antico Ca�è� 
plants at the Sella del Diavolo viewpoint� windows on Via San 

Domenico� room at Casa�Clàt hotel� customers at Antico Ca�è
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needed to digest the fava bean, a cornerstone of Sardinia’s 

famous health-giving diet and its Blue Zone status, awarded 

TO�ONLY�lVE�PLACES�IN�THE�WORLD�

The inhabitants’ legendary longevity isn’t just down to diet 

AND�#ANNONAU�RED�WINE�S�ARTERY�CLEANSING�mAVONOIDS��)T�S�TO�DO�

with a slow life, a modicum of exercise and, above all, a strong 

SENSE�OF�COMMUNITY��!LL�OF�WHICH�)�IMBIBE�THE�NEXT�DAY�AT�

San Benedetto, one of the largest covered markets on the 

�CONTINENT��4HERE�S�A�PECORINO�MERCHANT�SINGING�ARIAS�TO�HIS�

CHEESES�AND�JOSHING�WITH�THE�PENSIONER�HE�S�ADDRESSING�AS�

�hGIOVANOTTOv��OR�YOUNG�MAN��)�M�CHARMED��EVEN�THOUGH�HE�

DOESN�T�TAKE�CARDS�AND�)�HAVE�TO�TRUDGE�OFF�TO�lND�A�CASH�MACHINE��

4HE�SAME�THING�HAPPENS�AT�THE�6ILLANOVA�STUDIO�OF�CERAMIST�

'IANPAOLO�/LIANAS�WHEN�)�TRY�TO�BUY�A�PAIR�OF�WHIMSICAL��CERULEAN�

GOATS��#AGLIARI�IS�AN�ANOMALY��PERHAPS�THE�ONLY�REMAINING�7ESTERN�

CAPITAL�WHERE�CASH�IS�STILL�KING��"UT�/LIANAS�IS�KEEN�TO�MAKE�

AMENDS�FOR�MY�TROUBLES�AND�INSISTS�)�HANG�ONTO�HIS�ONLY��UMBRELLA��

TO�KEEP�DRY��!�SMALL�GESTURE��BUT�ARE�CIVILISED�SOCIETIES�NOT�BUILT�

UPON�SUCH�CONSIDERATION��)�THINK�OF�THE�PILGRIM�)�MET�ON�THE�

PATH�TO�-ANDAS�OUTSIDE�#AGLIARI��WHO�HADN�T�SLEPT�IN�A�BED�FOR�

59 months and was stunned to be offered a free night at the 

LOVELY�!NTICA�,OCANDA�,UNETTA�INN��!ND�)�M�TOUCHED�BY�

THE��GENEROSITY�OF�%ASYCLETTA��WHICH�REFUSES�ANY�PAYMENT�FOR�AN�

E�BIKE�RENTAL�WHEN�)�RUN�OUT�OF�JUICE�HALFWAY�ALONG�0OETTO�BEACH�

!DMITTEDLY�THE�BEACH�SEEMS�TO�GO�ON�FOREVER��!T�MORE�

than four miles long, the bleached stretch of sand is one of 

THE�LENGTHIEST�IN�)TALY��EXTENDING�BESIDE�THE�BAMBOO��AND� 

REED�FRINGED�BRACKISH�LAGOONS�OF�THE�-OLENTARGIUS�3ALINE�

2EGIONAL�.ATURAL�0ARK��WHERE�HERONS��EGRETS��HARRIERS�AND�

�FLAMINGOS�COME�TO�BREED��7ITH�MORE�THAN�������MILES�OF�

 coastline to choose from, it’s inevitable that visitors to Sardinia 

WILL�END�UP�AT�A�BEACH��)N�SUMMER�ALL�OF�#AGLIARI�SEEMS�TO�GATHER�

AROUND�THE�MANY�KIOSKS�ON�THE�SHORES�OF�THE�"AY�OF�!NGELS��

4HERE�S�ALSO�THE�FREEDOM�OF�A�SPIAGGIA�LIBERA�n�A�WILD�BEACH�SUCH�

AS�THOSE�IN�#APO�4EULADA�S�PROTECTED�NAVAL�ZONE�OR�ALONG�THE�

GIANT�WINDSWEPT�DUNES�OF�THE�UNTRAMMELLED�WEST��/R�THERE�

are the sunbeds and ice creams of the glamorous beach clubs, 

�INCLUDING�THE�ONES�ON�0OETTO��

NORA, A LITTLE�MORE�THAN����MILES�FROM�
Cagliari and founded in the eighth century BC, was the island’s 

ORIGINAL�COASTAL�CAPITAL��/NLY�A�FRACTION�OF�IT�IS�EXCAVATED�AND�

LOCAL�NEWSPAPERS�INTERMITTENTLY�PUBLISH�HEADLINES�ABOUT�DIVERS�

emerging from the sea with ancient loot and fragments of 

2OMAN�BLING��)N�������$OLCE���'ABBANA�S�!LTA�-ODA�SHOW�

TOOK�PLACE�IN�.ORA�n�SPOTLIGHTING�ITS�ANCIENT�CIVILISATION�FOUNDED�

on the salt, wheat, obsidian and mineral trade routes between 

THE�,EVANT�AND�3ARDINIA�n�WITH�CATWALKS�ERECTED�BETWEEN�THE�

REMAINS�OF�0HOENICIAN�COLUMNS�AND�BATHHOUSES��3OME�OF�

From top left� Ca�è Svizzero� butcher’s shop on Via San 
Domenico� Opposite� Via Giuseppe Garibaldi at sunset
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THE INHABITANTS’ LEGENDARY  
LONGEVITY ISN’T JUST DOWN TO DIET. 

IT’S TO DO WITH A SLOW LIFE, 
A�MODICUM OF EXERCISE AND, ABOVE 
ALL, A STRONG SENSE OF COMMUNITY
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the fashion house’s clothes were inspired by the rich legacy 

OF�THE�ISLAND�S�CRAFTSMANSHIP��ITS�lLIGREE�JEWELLERY�AND�THE�

 intricate embroidery of pibiones textiles.

If Dolce & Gabbana’s event seemed to herald a moment in 

the sun for Cagliari, the end of the pandemic fuelled feverish 

bouts of development and restoration. Hotels have mushroomed 

IN�A�CITY�WHERE��ONLY�A�FEW�YEARS�AGO��lNDING�A�DECENT�PLACE�TO�

STAY�WAS�HARD��0ALAZZO�$OGLIO��THE�lRST�lVE�STAR�HOTEL��BRINGS�

GRANDEUR�TO�A�FORMERLY�DOWN�AT�HEEL�NEIGHBOURHOOD��AND�

Casa Clàt is an esoteric boutique gem that champions the island’s 

cultural heritage. Progress can be slow and is often held up 

whenever a spade hits another fragment of historical masonry 

along the waterfront artery of Via Roma. With layers of history 

being peeled back each year, fresh discoveries keep adding to 

the narrative of an ancient yet still emerging city. 

I LEAVE THE Archaeological Museum until the 

end of my trip in order to get a perspective on everything that’s 

SHAPED�%UROPE�S�OLDEST�LANDMASS��4HE�WEIGHT�OF�ITS�������YEAR�

history is captured in the immutable expressions of the Giants of 

Mont’e Prama, sculptures of warriors discovered in the 1970s, 

and in the stony Medusa missing an eye who stares down the 

centuries from her museum perch. Situated at the top of 

the Castello, the museum is a silent sanctuary from the crowds. 

7HEN�)�lNALLY�EMERGE��THE�HEAT�OUTSIDE�IS�ABATING��!LONG�THE�

grand wide avenues that wrap around the citadel, the deep shade 

OF�MIGHTY�OLD�lCUSES�IS�A�BALM��)�M�TOLD�THEY�WERE�PLANTED�BY�

3ARDINIAN�SOLDIERS�BEFORE�THEY�LEFT�TO�lGHT�IN�THE�#RIMEAN�7AR��

AND�THEY�RE�lNE�EXAMPLES�OF�#AGLIARI�S�ASTOUNDING�STATEMENT�

TREES��ALONG�WITH�THE�SHOWY�PARADES�OF�JACARANDAS�SHEDDING�

purple over Avenue Buoncammino and the huge and headily 

scented mock orange plants. None of them are signposted – the 

city’s treasures are blissfully unsung and underexploited.

Some of the most vivid writing about Cagliari is by 

$(�,AWRENCE��WHO�CAME�HERE�BRIEmY�IN�������(E�UNDERSTOOD�

the strange enchantment of a stone city built on a vertical, with 

SEEMINGLY�ENDLESS�mIGHTS�OF�STAIRS�AND�SUDDEN�DROPS��(E�SAW�IT�AS�

an otherworldly place, outside of time and history. “Lovely space 

about one,” he wrote in Sea and Sardinia��hNOTHING�lNISHED��

NOTHING�lNAL��)T�IS�LIKE�LIBERTY�ITSELF�v�)�STAND�UPON�THE�RAMPARTS��

watching the setting sun spill like paint across the rippling canvas 

of the sea, and ponder the meaning of freedom for an island that 

hasn’t really found independence since the Middle Ages, but has 

nevertheless carved out an identity all of its own.

Clockwise from top right� view of Cagliari from Sella del Diavolo� 
Antica Locanda Lunetta hotel� aperitivo and view at Libarium� 

Casa Clàt� Bastion of Saint Remy� Opposite� clockwise from 
top�right� tuna�tartare at Luigi Pomata restaurant� Casa Clàt� 

Piazzetta San Domenico� building in the Castello district� 
Libarium� Antica�Cappelleria Martello� Antica Locanda Lunetta
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FAVOURITE HOTELS
Palazzo Boyl ����

Contessa Tomassini Barbarossa still lives 
in�this� neoclassical palazzo in the medieval 

Castello� district� which has recently become 
a�hotel too� There are eight rooms (soon�to 

be���) overlooking the ancient  fortifications� 
and cinematic views can also�be�enjoyed from 

the hotel’s destination  restaurant� Gli U�ci� 
This historical palace harbours secret 

passages� fading frescoes and suites in 
ancient�towers� Eighteenth-century additions 

include a ballroom and living quarters� 
the�latter now repurposed as a gymnasium 

containing a leather punch�bag�– a style 
signifier typical of hotelier Alessio�Raggio� 

whose unusual aesthetic features four- 
posters� Smeg�fridges in�jaunty colours� a junky 

old road�sign and�modern artworks sitting 
beside  weathered�heirlooms� palazzoboyl�com

 
Casa Clàt

This all-suite hotel� opened in ����� is handily 
located in the Marina district� a short walk 

from the Bastion of Saint Remy� with a buzzy 
restaurant that showcases products 

from�Nieddittas fisheries� Works curated by 
acclaimed Sardinian artist Giorgio Casu 

decorate the colourful dining room� where 
tables spill onto the shaded hidden garden 
in�summer� The�wine list includes bottles 

from�small-batch vineyards and rare labels 
such as Emù� a�sophisticated Vermentino� 

The�entire hotel is�a paean to local producers� 
makers and artists� some of the suites 

feature�textiles by�artist Carolina�Melis made 
in�collaboration with the women of 

a� Mogoro-based cooperative� The�design 
surprises are extraordinary� from�aromatherapy 

 monsoon-steam  showers�to the oval 
 bathtub�in the Isola�suite� The� brilliant 

concierge team�specialises in�experiences 
such�as  exploring a� hidden� subterranean 

city��or�special access�to�Emerson� 
the� stylish�Poetto�beach�club��casaclat�it

 
Palazzo Doglio

On the edge of the characterful Villanova 
neighbourhood� this coastal resort is the city’s 

first five-star grand hotel� Run by the 
formidable Forte Village group� it’s part of 

a�complex containing high-end shops� half a 
dozen food and drink outlets� including the 

very fine Osteria del Forte� and a decent 
spa�– unheard of in Cagliari – with a hydro-
therapy pool� The historical neighbourhood 

around the Byzantine Basilica of San Saturnino 
has been revitalised as a pretty pedestrian 

zone� with Teatro Doglio� shuttered for nearly 
���years� reopened as an event and enter-
tainment space in ����� palazzodoglio�com

 
TRUSTED TRATTORIAS

Cagliari specialises in authentic and 
 unpretentious trattoria – no menu� 

just� whatever comes out of the kitchen� 
fresh�from the market or farm that day� 
Pani�e�Casu in the Castello ramparts is 

legendary for its traditional Sardinian dishes 
such as porceddu (suckling pig) and 

malloreddus (a�type of hand-formed pasta) 
with porcini mushrooms�

Stella Marina di Montecristo is a jewel of 
an�old-fashioned restaurant serving 

 no-choice seafood-themed dinners for about 
��� per head� Visitors might get fregola 

with�prawns� a mixed seafood antipasti� fried 
calamari or grilled sea bass�

Regulars at rustic Michelin-recommended 
restaurant Sa Domu Sarda come for 

specialities such as cod  bottarga roe on dried 
bread� snails in tomato sauce and  culurgiones 

(the  regional version of ravioli)� 
For a more refined alternative� there’s 

Luigi�Pomata – a minimalist restaurant 
named after its chef� close to Casa Clàt on 

Regina�Margherita – where the menu includes 
red�tuna tartare� carnaroli rice with 

braised�shellfish sauce� and “birrami-su” 
with�co�ee-beer cream� 

 
COFFEE AND COCKTAILS
On weekends there’s live music and a 

holiday�vibe at Bacàn� a breezy 
 restaurant�on�the waterfront that’s good 

for� cocktails�and�people watching�
Libarium is an old favourite for the 

views�from the Castello ramparts and 
 cocktails at sunset with DJs�

A professionally run classic� Antico Ca�è is 
ideal for an aperitivo on its relaxed�and� lively 

terrace beside the�Bastion�of�Saint�Remy� 
The recently restored turn-of-the-century 
interior is the main draw of the wonderful 

Ca�è Svizzero� which serves co�ee� 
ice�cream and mortadella-stu�ed croissants�

With terraces beneath the Capo�Sant’Elia 
lighthouse overlooking the Bay�of Angels� 

Le�Terrazze di Calamosca is�the best place 
to�watch the sunset�

SHOPPING SPOTS
A husband-and-wife team create stylised 
and�joyous animal-shaped ceramics with a 

contemporary twist at Raku� their dusty 
workshop and store in the Marina district� 

At Ceramica Olianas in Villanova� ethereal 
images and drawings decorate blue-glazed 

plates and vases by Gianpaolo�Olianas� 
Antica Cappelleria Martello is a gem� 

the�oldest hat shop in Sardinia� Its frontage 
on Via Sassari doesn’t give a hint of the 

treasures inside� tweed caps� boaters and 
fascinators� top hats� Panamas and porkpies� 

all custom-made on the premises� 
Sixty Seven� next to Casa Clàt� is a 

 boutique�with a persuasive stylist-owner who 
showcases Sardinian designers and 
 easy-to-wear classics with an edge� 

Su Trobasciu in Mogoro is run by an 
all-female cooperative who keep the tradition 

of�the Sardinian loom and weaving 
alive�with�tapestries� carpets and 

 linens�using�natural thread and dyes in 
 collaboration�with�international artists�

 
BEYOND THE CITY

Easycletta rents out e-bikes for rides 
around�the city marina� the headlands of 

the�Devil’s Saddle to Poetto beach and the 
Molentargius-Saline Regional Natural Park�

Out-of-town Barumini is the most  important 
site of nuraghi� the ����� or so  mysterious 

mortar-free defensive stone towers made by 
a�civilisation that  predates the Phoenicians 

and the Romans� Nuraghe�Piscu is one of the 
best preserved nuraghi and is generally 

crowd-free� Only a ��-minute drive from 
Barumini there are rooms at the atmospheric 

Antica�Locanda Lunetta� a ��th-century 
former post house with a secret walled garden� 

where DH�Lawrence stayed a century ago�
Former mining storehouse Le Dune Piscinas 

(which appeared in Condé Nast Traveller’s 
���� Hot List) recently opened as a 

 coastal�hotel� About ���miles from Cagliari on 
Sardinia’s unsung wild western shores� 

it�o�ers relaxation and hiking in an evocative 
landscape of windswept�dunes and surf�

Only a fraction of the important 
Phoenician�site Nora has been excavated� 
but�visitors can walk the three-mile-long 

centurions’ road from there to 
Bithia�down�the coast� Nearby� in�Pula� 

 Michelin-starred Fradis Minoris 
has�decks�overlooking the lagoon and ruins� 

and showcases the best seasonal 
 ingredients�and produce from the sea� 

The blinding-white-sand Chia Beach is 
close�to a working ��th-century  lighthouse 

that has�been converted into one�of 
Sardinia’s�most expensive  boutique�hotels� 

Faro� Capo-Spartivento��which sits high on a 
 juniper-scented  promontory� 

EXPLORING CAGLIARI

Opposite� clockwise from bottom left� balcony at Casa Clàt� looking down on Poetto beach� sunset drinks at Libarium� Luigi Pomata in his 
restaurant� Libarium’s seada� a Sardinian dessert� loungers at Faro Capo-Spartivento� Molentargius-Saline Regional Natural Park view
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