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Window
of opportunity

Rock on 
Azure Window is an iconic 

limestone natural rock arch 
over the sea at Dwejra Bay, 

loved by scuba divers

The Azure Window lured Isabel Conway into 
its tropical waters for a debut dive, but she found 
so much more on Gozo 
island to tempt her... 

T
HE Archbishop himself 
had led a long procession 
down to the beaches, 
besieging God to stop the 
drought and bring rain 
at last - but his efforts 

amounted to only a few drops days 
later. Yet I had barely dipped my toe 
in the crystal clear waters of parched 
Gozo, Malta’s little sister island, when 
the sky darkened and the heavens 
opened up. 

While I was telling a local that 
Ireland in late May/early June was 
enjoying the kind of weather that’s 
normal in sun-drenched Mediterra-
nean destinations like Gozo, he came 
dangerously close to hugging me.

“It’s you Irish who brought us 

your rain and we are thankful”, said the 
farmer I met, pointing at his arid acres, 
divided by stone walls that looked as if 
they were imported from Connemara, 
stretching beyond a criss-cross of dusty, 
empty farm tracks. 

There’s a church for every day of 
the year on Malta, it’s said, with more 
places of worship than pubs. Gozo has 57 
churches, including grandiose ones that 

would have pride of place in Europe’s 
finest cities and towns.

Not bad for an island less than nine 
miles long and five miles wide, with 
a population of fewer than 32,000. 
So inhabitants of both these islands 
were spoilt for choice, offering prayers 
for badly-needed rain to save their  
parched fields and thirsty crops. 

 What they got in the way of  
moisture from heaven during my 
visit on Gozo was pitiful by our deluge 
standards. Blue sky returned swiftly 
after the drenching. 

“Here it’s like Malta 30 years ago” 
is a phrase that pops up a lot, describ-
ing unhurried Gozo’s  mix of cultures, 
ancient sites, Greek mythology and 
landscapes. It is so tranquil and 

INTO THE BLUE: Isabel 
goes deep to find 
fascinating fish

FLIPPER 
FASHION: 
Our travel 

writer rocks 
the wet 

look
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laid-back that Malta appears manic by 
comparison.  

Now here we are in the capital, called 
Victoria by the British, and Rabat by 
locals. We’re exploring Gozo’s stoney 
showpiece - it’s a small fortified city 
within the Citadel, inhabited since the 
Bronze Age.

We stop for lunch at a restaurant  
renowned for its organic menu and 
cheap prices. There are few places left 
where tourists congregate en masse 
that aren’t rip-offs, like Ta Rikardu. Its 
charming rustic interior and incredibly 
well-priced wines and food reeled us in.

A bottle of Sauvignon Blanc here sets 
you back €8.50 (or €2 a glass), delicious 
main courses are priced at between €7 
and €10 and a double expresso  
afterwards is just €2. 

Bushy-browed Rikardu Zammit, the 
owner, explained how their ingredients 
came from the family farm or local 
producers: “I don’t advertise and we are 
happy to keep our prices down so  
everyone can afford to eat here.”

The wines come from a farm  
belonging to a brother of another  
restaurant owner, Philip Spiteri, chef 
owner of gourmet paradise Ta Philip 
(www.taphilip.com) where we had  
enjoyed platters of fish and seafood 
earlier in the week.

My trip to Gozo was just as the season 
was starting, and the tourist crowds had 
yet to descend on the holiday hotspot. 
But by day three of my visit, the sun 
loungers around the two stunning, 
shimmering swimming pools of our 
hotel, the five-star Ta’Cenc, a cluster of 
attractive low-lying bungalows facing 
spectacular cliffs, were filling up. 

Brad Pitt and Angeline Jolie stayed 
at No.32, a conical-shaped villa for three 
months while filming By the Sea. Few 
other guests laid eyes on them as the 
Jolie-Pitt entourage had block-booked 
adjoining buildings to guard their  
privacy. Yet armies of worldwide 
paparazzi patrolled the cliffs trying to 
sneak snaps of the A-listers constantly. 

We stayed in No.36, a bungalow  
identical to the Hollywood superstars’.    

Sooner or later, you will meet  
someone on Malta and Gozo who was an 
extra in one or other of the many movies 
filmed there, from classic oldie The 
Count of Monte Cristo to Troy, and TV 
hits like Game of Thrones, some scenes 
of which were shot on the islands. 

Our delightful guide, Audrey Bartolo, 
has appeared in a string of movies as an 
extra over the years.

“By the Sea may have been a flop at 
the box office, but it was great for Gozo 
because it brought a lot of revenue to 
this island,” she said proudly.

Our activity-driven short visit includ-
ed hiking and cycling, but the high-
light for me was snorkelling. Dwerja, 
its Azure window and inland sea - a 
secluded bathing pool with crystal clear 
waters surrounded by sheer cliffs - is a 
renowned snorkelling paradise.

I arrived there with dive master Alice 
Maturin-Baird from St Andrew’s Dive 
Shop in Xlendi. I wasn’t keen on the 
idea of a wetsuit, but she advised me it 
was for the best. When I hit the water 

Escape

Getting there..l Ryanair flies five times a week from Dublin 
to Malta in summer and three times weekly in 
winter. See www.ryanair.com.
l Tour operators from Ireland include  
Concordetravel.ie, Lowcostholidays.ie,  
Mercurydirect.ie and Budgettravel.ie. 
l Getting to Gozo: Fly to Malta, take an hour-
long bus ride to the ferry port of Cirkewwa. 
The 30-minute crossing costs €4.65. Save a 

day or two for some great sightseeing on 
Malta first, or after visiting Gozo. 
l Isabel stayed in a restored Palatia Palazzo 
owned by Dutch Royalty on Malta on her way 
to Gozo, Palazzoprincemalta.com.
l For further info see Visitmalta.com.

- waves bashed the fossil-laden rocks 
around me - and I could feel the cool 
breeze. I was thankful for her advice to 
wear rubber. 

“Bit too rough for getting in the 
water,” said the cheerful Essex girl 
who knows the island like the back of 
her hand. So, defeated by the awsome 
sea, we jumped into her rattling truck 
and set off in a puff of exhaust fumes, 
southwards to calmer waters. We ended 

up at the beach where 
much of Beside the Sea was 
filmed. The little sheltered 
cove at Mgarr-Ix-xini had 

been closed to the public for a full three 
months as Jolie and Pitt’s on-screen 
relationship crumbled in the temporary 
restaurant on the seashore (that is now 
long gone) and the clapboard hotel 
perched above the cliffs. 

I wondered whether they had done 
any snorkelling in their free time on 
Gozo, to unwind and practise a bit of 
mindfulness.

They would have loved the calm,  
Alice agreed pointing out a superb 
species of burgundy-coloured starfish, 
a spiny rock fish, slithering fire worms 
and some high-octane flashing silvery 
and multi-coloured little fish.

When I peeled myself out of my frog-
woman’s wetsuit, raindrops were falling 
on our heads. Sleek black figures  
resembling anorexic seals were still 
swimming below us. They turned out to 
be a group of free-diving Italians – and 
when they came up for air, they were as-
tonished that they were being rained on.

They had not yet visited Ireland, but 
had heard all about our legendary wet 
weather. I took great satisfaction in 
telling them: “It’s like the Med in Ireland 
right now, warmer than Gozo.” :

H IF YOU’RE visiting Gozo, you simply have 
to book on to a boat trip to the gorgeous, 
tiny nearby island of Comino, which lies 
between Gozo and Malta. Measuring just 
3.5 square kilometeres, it is a paradise for 
snorkelers, divers, windsurfers and ramblers 
- but the main attraction there is the blue 
lagoon, which is perfect for a dip.
H When you return to Gozo after your 
afternoon on Comino, stop in to Xlendi 
Bay for a sunset cocktail, and dinner under 
the stars in the small-but-lively resort. The 
Ggantija Temples, large mysterious  
Neolithic structures that pre-date Egypt’s 
Pyramids, are also worth your attention.

ISABEL stayed at the 5* Ta’Cenc (www.tacenc.
com), a cluster of bungalows (right) over- 
looking majestic cliffs with stunning grounds 
and swimming pools and a plush wellness spa. 
Brad Pitt and Angelina jolie block-booked the 
whole resort and stayed there for three months 
last year when they filmed By the Sea on Gozo. 

I wondered had 
Brad and Angelina
snorkled like me, 
to unwind and 
practice a bit  of
mindfulness

}

~

Anchor in 
Pretty as a picture, 

Mgarr Harbour is the 
gateway to Gozo 

 This week’s top late deals

ROOM 
WITH A 

VIEW: Ang 
and Brad 
(below 

left) in By 
the Sea

SHORE THING: It 
was as blissful 

in the water as it 
was on dry land 

for Isabel
GOZO GREAT: 
The food at 
Ta Rikardu is 
top notch, and 
great value

ALL ABOARD: The
ferry from Malta 
takes just 30 minutes

Best fests in Ireland’s East
Ireland’s Ancient East has a long and 

rich festival tradition - and one that 
continues to this day, where music, art, 
food and so much more is celebrated 
from county to county. Check out this 
summer’s festivals.
Carlow Garden Festival, Co Carlow, July 
23-August 1

Carlow gardens will open to the 
public and international horticultural 
experts will be on hand to dispense 
invaluable advice. Besides the 14 great 
gardens, the county is also the home of 
one of the oldest megalithic tombs in 
the country, Brownshill Dolmen.
Waterford Spraoi, Co Waterford, July 29-31

Ireland’s oldest city transforms itself 
into a vast stage featuring a vibrant 
multi-disciplinary programme of street 
arts and daring performers. Its Viking 
legacy lives on today in the  
historical heart, Waterford Viking  
Triangle. Visitors can take the fun Epic 
Tour and check out the Viking Museum 
in the 12th Century Reginald’s Tower.

Kilkenny Arts Festival, Co Kilkenny, Aug 5-9
The Marble City is the perfect setting 

for 10 days of fun that runs the gamut 
from classical music to street theatre. It’s 
Medieval Mile district boasts the finest 
buildings from that period as well as 
a series of atmospheric passageways 
called slips. A 360-degree view of the 
city can be enjoyed from the top of the 
round tower at St Canice’s Cathedral.
Irish Game and Country Fair, Birr, Co Offaly, 
August 27-28

At Birr Castle, celebrate traditional 
country pursuits like clay pigeon  
shooting, fly-casting and gun-dog 
trials. The castle boasts a 19th Century 
telescope, the Leviathan, which was the 
largest in the world for 70 years.
Athlone River and Food Festival, Co  
Westmeath, September 8-10

This vibrant festival celebrates 
local restaurants and food producers 
throughout the midlands. The town’s 
most striking building, Athlone Castle, 
is built on the river - it played a pivotal 
part during the Siege of Athlone in 
1690/91.

For more info about the festivals see 
www.irelandsancienteast.com

Book winter bargains now
Travelmood has a selection of amazing 

deals for winter 2016.
Book seven nights at the 4* Riu Cancun 

in Mexico (all-inclusive) from €1149pp. Price 
incudes return flights from Dublin, seven 
nights’ accommodation and all taxes and 
charges. Travel Dec 2016 (Ref 1047574).

Combine a trip to Mexico with a few 
days in New York from €1829pp. Price 
incudes three nights at the 3* Edison 
Hotel NYC followed by six nights at the 4* 
Dreams Sands Cancun Resort & Spa  
(all-inclusive), and return flights from  
Dublin and flight from New York to  
Mexico. Travel Nov 2016 (Ref 1048668).

A ten-night trip combining Las Vegas 
with a week relaxing on the golden sands of 
the Mexican Riviera is from €2099pp. Price 
includes three nights in the 3* Excalibur Ho-
tel and Casino, followed by seven nights at 
the four-star Now Sapphire Cancun Riviera 
(all-inclusive) and return flights from Dublin 
to Vegas and flights from Las Vegas to  
Mexico.Travel March 2016 (Ref 1047600).

See www.travelmood.ie, call 01 4331063.

Last call for sun
Sunway has seven nights at Costa Del 

Sol’s 3* San Fermin Hotel (half-board) 
from €699pp (departs August 6 from 
Dublin/Cork & Shannon). A week in Turkey, 
staying at the 4* Golden Day Wings Hotel 
in Kusadasi (B&B) is from €559pp (departs 
August 27 from Dublin). Seven nights’ 
self-catering at the 2* Bayside Apartments 
on Portugal’s stunning Algarve is from 
€609pp (departs August 5 from Dublin).

A week in Italy’s Lake Garda at the 3* 
Hotel Meridiana Hotel (B&B) is from just 
€769pp (departs August 6 from Dublin).

Prices are based on two adults sharing, 
include flights, return airport transfers, 
seven nights’ accommodation, taxes & 
charges, 20kg checked-in baggage per 
person and services of a Sunway represent-
ative. Subject to change and availability.

See www.Sunway.ie, call 01-2311800. 

Benidorm series
Budget Travel has top August specials. 

Fly to Benidorm, stay seven nights in 
Pierre & Vacances Levante from August 
30 for €439 or discover Greece and stay 
in Corfu’s Miami Sea View for €462 from 
August 13. Or relax and enjoy the sun in 
TRH Torrenova in Majorca for €491 on 
August 26. In sunny Salou, stay in the San 
Diego Apts for €475 from August 27. For 
a romantic trip, unwind in the Algarve 
and stay in Choro Mar on August 3 for 
€513. Offers are per person based on two 
persons sharing, departs Dublin.

See www.budgettravel.ie/seasonal- 
offers/august-holidays.
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