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The cold months can feel different when living in Sicily, 
even though the island typically evokes images of beach-
es, granitas by the sea and cacti-lined roads. It’s unlikely 
that pine forests, foggy mountains and chestnut gathering 

come to mind. However, near NAS Sigonella, there are plenty of places 
to get that woodland fi x. Below are my three favorite places near the 
base to go for a nice nature walk. 

Bosco Cerrita
My top recommendation to expe-

rience the woodland in Sicily at Bosco 
Cerrita on Mt. Etna. Th e incline is not 
steep, as it’s more of a cobbled walk, but 
proper footwear is still necessary. 

Th is is an out-and-back hike with 
minimal signage, but if you stick to the 
paved path, you’ll stay on track. Th e lo-
cation is perfect for a casual stroll with 
the opportunity to see local fauna and 
wildlife. I have seen evidence of many 
animals, including porcupine quills. 

And when the correct temperatures hit, 
the forest fl oor gets fl ooded in yellow 
and orange leaves. It is extremely dog 
friendly, and generally quiet. It can get 
busy during mushrooming or chestnut 
season, and during the various cycling 
events that occur. 

Th e winding roads getting to Bosco 
Cerrita can be tight, but as you drive 
through the small villages, look out 
for the festival banners. Th ey have 
many throughout the year, notably the 
Porcini Festival in Fornazzo and the 

Ottobrata Festival in Zaff erana. You 
can also see various vendors selling 
their produce, like apples and pump-
kins, or their wares, such as handwoven 
wicker baskets. 

Check the weather before going. 
Th ere have been a couple times where 
I wished I had brought a hat and a big 
coat, something I never thought I’d 
have use for in Sicily.

Lago Maulazzo 
Th e next suggestion is in Nebrodi 

National Park, past the northside of 
the volcano. While the end goal of this 
walk is a lake, there are trees, shrubs 
and streams that line the path to get 
there. It is about a two-hour drive from 
NAS Sigonella and is perfectly doable 
for a day trip. I suggest packing some 
lunch and a picnic blanket to enjoy at 
this idyllic lake. Th e entrance is marked 
by some signposts and a parking area. 
Some people choose to drive the dirt 
road leading to the lake, but I highly 

recommend walking it. 

Th e hike to Lago Maulazzo has 
little-to-no incline and the path is 
easy, although there is not much in 
the way of signage. It doesn’t take too 
long to reach the lake, and along the 
way you’ll be met with a cool breeze, 
babbling brooks, moss covered trees 
and a large pond full of frogs (they are 
noisy). Once you reach the lake, you 
can choose a spot along the bank (you 
can easily walk around the whole lake) 
or choose one of the picnic tables. It is 
an incredibly peaceful location, and the 
drive boasts epic views of Etna, particu-
larly in the cold months when she is 
snow-capped. 

Monte Vetore 
Th is last recommendation actually 

consists of a couple of spots close to 
the Silvestri Craters. A popular starting 
point is called “Nature Trail Monte 
Nero Zappini” near “Piano Vetore,” 
although you’ll fi nd people parking in 

many diff erent areas at this location. 
While not predominately wooded, 
there are sections that are pine dense. 
What sets this location apart is the 
many diff erent routes you can take, 
making it perfect for revisiting. Th ere 
are also amazing views of Etna’s craters, 
which are oft en smoking. You can ex-
plore many notable spots here, such as 
an open-air church, old buildings, and 
picnic spots, and I encourage looking 
on Google Maps to uncover the many 
hidden gems of this location.

Hopefully this guide serves as your 
gateway into the woods of Sicily. Th ere 
is so much to explore here. Please keep 
in mind that it does snow in Sicily, no-
tably on Mount Etna and some places 
in Nebrodi Park. So, keep an eye on 
the conditions. If you look outside and 
see a snowcapped Etna, then it’s a good 
idea to check the roads and weather 
before venturing out, as some of the 
mountain roads require chains when 
the snow arrives.
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Tasting Grappa
When I learned that the right glass 

makes an enormous diff erence to my grappa 
experience, I was fl oored. In Italy, grappa is 
not served in a shot glass. Th e ideal shape is a 
tulip glass, narrow at the base and wider at the 
top, which concentrates the aroma without 
overwhelming your nose. Many distilleries, 
including Poli Grappa, now design their own 
versions to guide the spirit toward the front of 
the palate, where sweetness is perceived fi rst. 
If all you have is a small wine or cordial glass, 
that works too. Just skip the shot glass. 

Grappa is typically served in one of two 
ways: Chilled (8–10°C / 46–50°F) for young 
or aromatic grappas and slightly warmer 
at room temperature for aged grappas If in 
doubt, err on the cooler side. A cold grappa 
will soft en quickly in the glass as you drink it.

Do not shoot grapp. You sip it, just like 
you would a good whiskey or cognac. Start 
with a slow inhale so the alcohol does not 
overpower. Take a small sip and let it sit on 
your tongue. Notice where you feel the sweet-
ness — usually at the front of the palate. Take 
a second sip. Th is is the one where the fl avor 
shows itself. Good grappa should feel clean, 
not burning. 

Grappa is traditionally enjoyed aft er a 
meal as a digestive, alongside chocolate or 
biscotti or added to espresso as a “corretto.” 
A special Veneto ritual called resentin mixes 
grappa with the dregs of coff ee.

A few tips:

• Do not shoot grappa. You will miss all the 
nuances. 

• Do not judge it by the cheapest bottle on 
the table. Quality varies more than with 
most Italian spirits. 

• Do not swirl it like wine. It releases too 
much alcohol and overwhelms the aroma. 

• Do not expect it to taste like vodka or 
whiskey. Grappa is its own category with 
its own rules. 

Grappa does not have to be the fi ery 
mystery at the end of a meal. Once you know 
how to drink it, it becomes one of Italy’s most 
distinctive spirits: expressive, regional and full 
of personality. If you are stationed or travel-
ling in northern Italy, trying grappa the right 
way is more than a tasting. It is a window into 
local tradition and craft  continues to defi ne 
many diff erent regions.

What is Grappa? 
Grappa is a pomace brandy meaning it is 

distilled from the left over skins, seeds, and 

stems of wine grapes. Instead of going to waste. 

Th ose grape remnants are turned into a spirit 

that refl ects the variety, region and method 

used to produce it. Originally a farmer’s drink, 

grappa has evolved into a craft ed spirit with 

styles ranging from light and fl oral to rich and 

aged. 

By law, to be called grappa, it must be pro-

duced in Italy, made from Italian Grapes and 

distilled from Pomace. Everything else, style, 

fl avor, strength—depends on the distillery. 

If you have only tried harsh table grappa in 

a restaurant, choosing a younger or aromatic 

version from a reputable producer is the best 

place to start. Th ere are three types of grappa:

1. Young (Giovane) Clear, bright, and oft en the 
most straightforward. Best if you are new to 
grappa. 

2. Aromatic (Aromatica) Made from grapes 
like Moscato or Gewürztraminer; naturally 
more fragrant and fl oral. 

3. Aged (Invecchiata or Riserva) Rested in 
wooden barrels, giving it color and a warm-
er, rounder fl avor similar to a mild whiskey 
or brandy. 

In some regions, you will fi nd fl avored li-
queurs inspired by grappa. Poli’s Elixir Prugna, 
a soft  plum-and-amaretto liqueur, is a perfect 
example and a gentle introduction for anyone 
unsure where to start. 
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Grappa
101

For many Americans stationed or traveling in Italy, grappa is a mystery. You see it 
on menus, you hear it joked about as a “fi ery” digestive and occasionally you are 
handed a clear shot at the end of a meal with little guidance. But grappa, Italy’s 
traditional spirit made from distilled grape skins, does not have to be intimidating. 

When you know how to approach it, it becomes one of the most expressive and 
regionally rooted drinks in the country. Whether you are trying it for the fi rst time or 
want to understand what is in your glass, here is an easy guide to drinking grappa 
the way Italians do. 

PAGE 14 • S T A R S A N D S T R I P E S • Thursday, February 19, 202610














