Soak up the scene - literally

With arich history and relaxed ambience,
Syros is the perfect choice for alow season
Greek island break, finds Neil Geraghty

word of warning, if
youre sunbathing
onabathing
platformona
reekisland,
make sure you place your
belongings well away from the
water’s edge. I'vejust finished
swimming in Ermoupoli, the
beautiful capital of Syros in the
Cyclades, and shivering from
the chilly water, Iliedown and
let the sun warm my body.
Onlyafewtouristsare
sunbathing on the platform
whereas thelocals have chosen
therocks above. We should
have used our common sense
and followed their example. In
thedistanceaferryisleaving
portand a few minutes later
the wash reaches shore. The
first two waves throw up tiny
flecks of spray but the third is
like a mini tsunami. Crashing
over the platform, the wave
leaves us gasping for breath

asour sodden belongings are
scattered left, right and centre.
Thelocals can’t suppress their
chuckles.

Syros, a40 minute ferryride
from Mykonos, is little known
outside Greece but played an
importantrole during Greece’s
War of Independence in the
1820s. When rebellions broke
outagainstthe Ottoman
Empire many merchants fled
fromislands near the Turkish
coastand settled in Ermoupoli
which quickly grew from
asleepy backwater toone
of Greece’s mostimportant
towns. The new wealthy classes
employed European architects
tobuild mansions and civic
buildings in the fashionable
neo classical style which today
gives Ermoupolia grandiose
elegance more redolent of the
French Riviera than a small
Greekisland.

Ermoupoli’s revolutionary era

View of Ermoupoli on Syros
island, main; a narrow street in
Anos Syros, above

66

Duringits heyday
Ermoupolihad
130factoriesand
thebusiestportin
Greece

architectureis strictly protected
by the Greek governmentand
any restoration project needs to
preserve the buildings’ historic
elements. A shortstroll uphill
from the bathing platform lies
the newly opened Hotel Argini,
originally the home of Grigoris
Paikos, aleading figure of the
Greek Revolution. The current
owner Yiannis Polykretis grew
up nextdoor and was always
fascinated by the history of the
derelicthouse. Seven years

ago hebought the property

and embarked on arenovation
which was overseen by the
Hellenic Ministry of Culture.

Balancing historical features
with comfortable design for
hotel guests can be challenging
inlisted buildings, but by
utilising softly litexposed
stonework, Scandi-chic
furniture and exotic tropical
plants the hotel achieves this
with seamless panache. A
striking additional feature is
the subterranean stone cistern
which hasbeen convertedintoa
small hammam and spa where
astatue of Aphrodite looks out
over a bubbling hydrotherapy
pool. Justafter sunsetI head
up to Under the Stars, Argini’s
delightful rooftop bar which
has 360 views over the Aegean
and Ermoupoli’s Old Town.
Iorder aglass of local white
wine made from serfiotiko, a
Cycladic grape variety which
hasapronounced citrus taste
and dry minerality. tmakes a
perfectaperitifand asIsitback
and relax, ablood red moon
rises over the Aegean.

Nothing quite beatsan al
fresco breakfast when the
weather is chilly back home.

In the hotel’satmospheric
courtyard I order strapatsada,
arich dish of scrambled eggs,
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feta cheese and tomatoes.
AfterwardsIjoin a history-
themed walking tour of
Ermoupoli. Our firststop is
StNicholas Church which
dominates the town with a
striking blue and gold dome
and slender twin campaniles.
When itopened in1870, itwas
one of thelargest Orthodox
churchesin Greece and lavishly
illustrates the wealth Syros
enjoyed in the 19th century.
During its heyday Ermoupoli
had 130 factories and the
busiest portin Greece and was
so important economically, it
almost became Greece’s capital.
Ermoupoli’s growing
prosperity attracted many
Greek migrants from Izmir
who brought with them the
architectural and culinary
traditions of mainland
Anatolia. Walking down to the
town centre we pass Ottoman
style mansions with ornate
balconies and window grills.
One speciality the island
became renowned for was
loukoumia, a lighter fluffier
version of Turkish delight that
was exported to many of the
royal courts of Europe. In the
bustling market district we stop
for a tasting at Sykoutris, a small
family business that dates back
t01928.
ThenextdayIembarkon
adriving tour around the
island. The dry hills of Syros
have always been poor for
agriculture butfigs, carobs,
fennel and capersall flourish
in the dry conditions. The big
exception to the arid landscape
isalush oasis near the pretty
fishing village of Poseidonia.
The seafront at Poseidonia
islined with good value
tavernas whereIsitdown to
mountainous plates of Greek
salad and fried sardines. My

laststopisa picturesque
windmill from where I get
tantalising views of Ano Syros,
amedieval village that clings to
asteep mountain topped by a
Cistercian monastery.

Thevillage looks so enigmatic
thatin the afternoon, Idon
my walking shoes and set out
forasteep climbuptothe
monastery. A flight of hundreds
of steps leads up from the
outskirts of Ermoupoli but
it's well worth the effort. The
village was originally built
by the Venetians in the 13th
century as a safe haven from
pirate attacks and the labyrinth
of lanes that coil up towards
the fortress-like monastery
stillexude an aura of brooding
history.

Backinthe Argini Hotel I
head down to therestaurant
which has become known
in Syros for updating Greek
classics. A traditional Greek
salad is given extra sparkle
with tangy foraged capers and
sweetslithers of carob rusk.
Alightorzotto pasta dish of
fresh prawns is given a pleasing
punch with aniseed-flavoured
fennel and ouzo sauce. After
dinner Ireturn to Under the
Stars for a glass of Skinos
mastiha, aliqueur flavoured
with gum mastic which gives
itafreshresinouskick. The
starsareindeed outabove the
bar and the town’s historic
buildings are also beautifully
floodlit. AsIgaze from the
rooftop atthe elegant domes,
church towers and classical
facades of Ermoupoli, itlooks
every inch the beautiful capital
of Greece that never was.

The Hotel Arginiis openall
year round with low season
rooms starting at £175 including
breakfast, www.arginisyros.gr

The spectacular Saint Nicholas Church in Ermoupoli, Syros

My new favourite
Obsession

With 312 square
miles of fells, deep
valleys and peat
moorland, the wild
and wonderful
Forest of Bowland
is also home to
foodie haven
Northcote, writes
David Robinson

fyoure driving down
the M6 for ashort break
in the north of England,
the chancesareyoure
either turning rightand
heading into the Lake District
or turning leftand going over
the Pennines to the Yorkshire
Dales. Whatyou're probably not
doingis aiming for the Forest of
Bowland.
Well, you should. Confusingly,
itsnota forestatall-the word
justmeans ‘royal hunting
ground’-butan Area of
Outstanding Natural Beauty
comprising 312 square miles
of fells, deep valleys and peat
moorland. Thereareno
A-roads, bus services, railways,
market towns or indeed villages
ofanysizeatall. Lookon
booking.com for anywhere to
stay there and you'll probably
not find anything: the places

thatclaim tobein the Forest
of Bowland are mostly just
outside.

This s, in other words, as
quiet, unpopulated and as
scenic as Lancashire gets. Drive
through the Trough of Bowland
and, apartfrom the absence
of midges, you could easily
convinceyourselfyouarein the
Highlands.

You could be also forgiven, as
you follow thelong and winding
road south towards the Ribble
Valley—the opposite direction
tothattaken in1612 by the nine
Pendle witches when taken for
trial and execution in Lancaster
—for thinking thatyou area
long way from civilisation. But
ifyouare thinking that, itis
only because you have never
been to the foodie heaven thatis
Northcote.

Most Scottish visitors to

Northcote will take the quicker
route down the M6.“We're only
nine miles off the motorway,
and almost equidistant
between Gleneagles and
London, sowere a handy place
for anyone wanting to break
their journey,” says general
manager Craig Bancroft, who
hasadoubledose even of the
normal bonhomie that goes
with the job. “But we wantto be
alotmore than that.”

Bancroft, who has worked at
Northcote ever since he joined
asamanagementtrainee 43
yearsago,isalegendinthe
hospitality industry. In that
time, he has seen the hotel
transform from a Victorian villa
with four bedrooms for guests
to one of the premier luxury
destinations in the north-west
of England, with 85 staff,a
cookery school, and a 56-cover
restaurant thathasretained its
Michelin star since 1996.

Right now, Bancroftis
getting ready for Obsession,
theannual food and wine
festival (23 Januaryto 8
February) Northcote likes to
bill as “Europe’s Glastonbury of
Gastronomy”. Now in its 26th
year, it showcases the talents
of Michelin-starred chefs from
all over the world. The appeal
is obvious: suppose you want
to sample what two Michelin-

starred John Williams
produces atthe Ritz or three-
starred Kim Ratcharoen
rustlesup at Restaurant
Gordon Ramsay, you don’t
have to travel to London todo
so. And notjust London: the
chefsat Obsession in the first
eightdays next month, with
16 Michelin stars between
them, also include ones from
Belgium, the Netherlands and
the USA.

Chef-patron Lisa Goodwin-
Allenwasin London picking
upyetanother of her many
awards on the night we visited,
butjudging by the gourmet
menu we ate, standards didn’t
seem to have slipped in her
absence.[don'tknow whether
itwas because of the number
of staff (24 in the kitchen and
almostas many serving) or
their natural friendliness, but
there was a convivial bustle
aboutherrestaurantand
acomplete absence of the
intimidating stuffiness that
still persists in some temples of
haute cuisine.

Generally, says Bancroft,
these are hard times for fine
dining. “But we’re lucky. We
have a stronglocal base so we
might have 40-50 for lunch on
aweekday, with far more at
weekends. Even for Obsession,
most customers come from

The exterior of Northcote, which
has held a Michelin star since
1996

within 50 miles of here.” The
hotel's new owners plan to build
on thatsuccess by building a
new fine dining restaurantand
addinga spa, pool and gym.
Workwill startin the spring.

Aswell as the Forest of
Bowland, this was my first time
exploring the Ribble Valley,
which turned out to be far more
scenicand historic (Clitheroe
Castle, Whalley Abbey) thanits
Blackburn postcode mightlead
oneto expect.

If you don’t mind a half-mile
walk from the station, you can
even arrive at Northcote by
train, although apparently only
about 20 people ayear do so.
From Scotland, it's an awkward
timetable, though it would at
least take in two spectacular
viaducts (Ribblehead on the
Settle-Carlisle line and Whalley
on the Clitheroeline from
Manchester). ButasI'd love to
goback,'m working onit.

Northcoteis at Langho,
Lancashire BB6 8BE; tel: 01254
240555. B&B from £240 per
room, gourmet menu £155 per
person, and cookery school
£235 per day. More details on
www.northcote.com

Head off the beaten
track in 2026

The Faroe Islands,

an archipelago of 18
islands, are a must-see
destination, writes Cat
Thomson

svisitor spending
hasbecomean
important partof the

FaroeIslands’ economy, its
tourism focus is not on vast
visitor numbers buton more
meaningful, longer stays and
extending the visitor season.
For those who make the short
flight from Scotland, there is
much to enjoy.

Tunnel of love
TheFaroelIslands are famous
for their network of inter-
island tunnels, which have
completely revolutionised
island life. The most famous
is the (11km) long underwater
tunnel connecting the islands
of Streymoy and Eysturoy. The
toll tunnel even has its own
creative illuminated artwork
roundabout and site-specific
sound installation.

Heimablidni

Visitors can enjoy a range of
traditional Faroese home-
cooked mealsinlocals’
homes.IateatSelvishousein
Miovagur, a village close to the
airport. He served up a tasty
plateful of fried cod, boiled
potatoes and onion, washed
downbyalocalbeeranda
slice of Faroese cake.

To book a “home hospitality”
experience at Splvi’s visit,
visitfaroeislands.com/en/
whatson/places/place/solvis-
heimablidni

Torshavn, the capital of the
FaroeIslands
Alsoknown as Thor’s harbour,
the colourful harbour of
Toérshavn is famous for its
turf-roofed buildings of the
Tinganes peninsula, one of the
oldest parliamentary meeting
placesin the world.

Elsa Berg, 29, the city’s mayor
is a keen environmentalist
whois passionate about

Mulafossur Waterfall is near the
village of Gasadalur

improving the environment
and her hometown. “I want
to make future generations
abletolivein the same
environment and to improve
it”

Themainissuessheand
the coalition members face
are the need for affordable
housing, environmental
concerns and otherissues
thatare partand parcel of
island life. Tourists have seen
more cafes and restaurants
opening, which she says,
“make the capital area vibrant
and exciting.”

Be sure tovisit the National
Gallery of the Faroe Islands,
which showcases Faroese art,
and the National Museum
of the FaroeIslands tolearn
more about the fascinating
geology, history, and culture.

Where to stay

The Hotel Foroyar is known
forits stunning views across
the fjord to Nélsoy Island. If
you want to have a slice of
tranquillity, book a treatment
atthe hotel's Ress Spa House
with its heated pools, saunas,
and stunning views.
hotelforoyar.com

Closer than you think
Located halfway between
Scotland and Iceland in the
Northeast Atlantic, Atlantic
Airways, the national air
carrier, offers direct flights
twice a week from Edinburgh
to Vagar Airport between
March and December. The
flight onlylasts1hourand 25
minutes.
www.atlanticairways.com
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