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Cypriot 
delight
A world away from the usual tourist attractions, the authentic charms of Paphos  
are just waiting to be discovered – not least its lush landscape,  
3,000 year-old treasures and fascinating mythology. Rachel Howard is seduced

Rock of ages 
According to legend, 

Petra tou Romiou, 
literally the Rock 

of the Greek, was 
the birthplace of 

Aphrodite



high life   bahighlife.com68

Pr
ev

io
us

 p
ag

es
: 4

co
rn

er
si

m
ag

es
/S

IM
E/

Sp
ila

 R
ic

ca
rd

o.
 T

hi
s p

ag
e:

 N
ic

ho
la

s P
itt

/G
et

ty
 Im

ag
es

 Anthony was so keen to impress Cleopatra that 
he gave Cyprus to her as a gift,’ says Ioula. 

Her husband Kostas groans. ‘Don’t expect 
an island for your next birthday,’ he says.

We are ploughing merrily through carafes of home-
made wine, slithers of local cheese and apple, and 
addictive honey and walnut fritters in a cosy taverna 
in the upper town of Paphos. It’s only a couple of 
kilometres from the touristy harbour of Kato Paphos 
but it feels like another world. 

A young nation with a small population, Cyprus is 
a curious mix of the self-consciously modern and the 
fiercely traditional. When your guide introduces himself 
as Neoptolemus, you know you’re in a land obsessed 
with its ancient history. Most people speak English 
and Brits account for more than half the annual tourist 
quota, but it’s the Greek influence that dominates the 
language, culture and cuisine of Cyprus. 

The latest tourism campaign – ‘Love Cyprus’ – 
capitalises on the island’s claim to fame as the birthplace 
of Aphrodite, goddess of love. Hesiod may be less 
famous than his contemporary, Homer, but his epic 
Theogony is a rip-roaring account of the origins of the 
Greek gods, describing a primordial world ruled by 
Chaos, where the only creatures were Gaia, the Earth, 
and Uranus, the Sky. Their love-making produced 
some real monsters: the Hundred-handed Ones, 
who each had 50 heads, and the Cyclopes, crazed, 
one-eyed giants. Repelled by his hideous offspring, 

Pillars of the 
community  

The magnificent 
Tombs of the Kings  

with its Doric columns

      cyprus is  
self-consciously 
modern and 
fiercely 
traditional 

Uranus promptly despatched them to the Underworld. 
Seeking vengeance for his siblings, their brother 
Kronos took a sickle to his father’s genitals, which 
plummeted into the sea. The frothy mix of saltwater 
and sperm gave birth to Aphrodite, who was washed 
ashore on Cyprus. According to Hesiod, ‘Wherever 
she stepped, green foliage sprang up.’ 

In spring, the hills behind Petra tou Romiou – 
birthplace of Aphrodite and gateway to the province 
of Paphos – are indeed lush. Allegedly, Aphrodite 
arises from the waves by this rocky outcrop every  
9 January – so if you happen to be in the vicinity, 
you can try your luck. Failing that, you can admire 
the remains of Aphrodite’s 12BC sanctuary nearby. 
Most of the temple was destroyed in an earthquake 
in 15BC and the rest was used by locals as building 
materials or plundered by wilier foreigners, who 
sold their souvenirs to museums such as the Louvre. 
Among the treasures still in situ are a 3,000-year-old 
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bathtub, inscriptions carved in a syllabic script that 
has yet to be deciphered, and a colossal amphora with 
Arabic inscriptions – an apt emblem of this cultural 
melting pot.  

Neoptolemus is undeterred by the scarcity of  
artefacts. ‘When you visit ancient sites, the trick is to 
use your imagination,’ he tells me, before launching 
into a graphic account of the scantily clad virgins who 
partook in a fertility cult. The altar, a conical black 
stone, was rubbed with oil by worshippers. Women 
left jewellery so the goddess would protect their 
marriage and beauty. (I’d recommend a facial at one 
of Paphos’s luxury spas instead.) Although Aphrodite 
was squeamish about bloody sacrifices – she preferred 
offerings of perfume, flowers and pancakes – ritual 
ceremonies concluded with a sacrifice of pigs, in 
remembrance of her favourite lover, Adonis, who 
was killed by a wild boar.  

Later, Neoptolemus shows me the spot where 
Adonis and Aphrodite first met: an enchanting rock 
pool on the Akamas peninsula, a nature reserve in 
the western corner of Cyprus. Adonis was hunting 
in the forest when he stumbled upon Aphrodite 
bathing naked beneath the waterfall. ‘This is where 
she had a shower before and after,’ Neoptolemus 
quips. Although legend has it that whoever drinks 
the water will feel younger and more desirable, a 
sign warns: ‘Beware. The water is not potable.’ As we 
stroll along one of the walking trails that crisscross 
Akamas, Neoptolemus points out pale pink anemones 

(‘Aphrodite’s tears’) and scarlet poppies (‘Adonis’s blood’). 
Afterwards, we drink in the sea views at Aphrodite’s 
Bath, a municipal café with unbroken views across  
Chrysochou Bay, as flirtatious sparrows swoop in 
and out of the eucalyptus trees. 

Lunch is an ice-cold Keo beer, green olives and 
grilled octopus on the waterfront of Latsi, famous 
among Cypriots for having the island’s freshest fish. 
It’s also home to some enormously fat cats, evidently 

regulars at the many seafood restaurants. 
Driving north, beyond Polis, the buildings are 

outnumbered by orange and lemon orchards, palm 
trees and prickly pears. Once, the pier at Agraka was 
used to load shipments of copper, which gave Cyprus 
both great wealth and its name. At Pomos, half a dozen 
gaily painted caiques sway in a tiny harbour overlooked 
by a couple of tavernas. It’s such a lovely spot, I’m 
almost tempted to have a second lunch. Passing the 
deserted beach of Pachyammos, we climb up to a 

Still waters  
Lunch at a cosy 

taverna at Paphos 
Harbour and watch 

brightly coloured 
caiques go by

     legend has it  
that whoever 
drinks the water  
will feel more  
desirable 



high life   bahighlife.com72

vantage point, where a shepherd scans the rolling 
green hills, while his goats graze below. 

A mauve haze settles over the landscape like a 
soft-focus lens as we head back to Paphos at dusk. 
The whole town is a Unesco World Heritage site. 
The fourth-century BC Tombs of the Kings, burial 
chambers decorated with Doric columns, are certainly 
impressive. Even more remarkable are the intricate  
f loor mosaics in the Roman baths, accidentally  
unearthed by a farmer in 1960. Amazingly well-
preserved and brilliantly conceived, the themes  
include a beauty contest, a hunt and an inordinate 
number of Dionysian scenes of drunken revelry. 

Taking the inscription ‘Be happy and drink well’ to 
heart, we head for the mountain village of Omodos, 
renowned for its wineries. Cyprus’s wine industry is 
6,000 years old. Euripides wrote of pilgrimages to 
taste the island’s wines and the inebriate Sultan Selim 
II was so taken with the sweet wine from Afames that 
he conquered Cyprus so he could drink it all himself. 
Locals also produce zivania, a spirit so potent that it’s 
used to clean windows, ward off mosquitoes and treat 
wounds. At the village taverna, I opt for the house 
red instead. The chef convinces us to order the meze, 
which consists of taster portions of pretty much 
everything on the menu. The parade of dishes just 
keeps coming: spicy walnut spread, red pepper and 

pomegranate dip, scrambled eggs with wild asparagus, 
stuffed cabbage, bean and pumpkin stew, falafel, 
tabouleh and, finally, a mixed platter of grilled meat. 

Increasing urbanisation has decimated the  
population of most mountain villages. Agriculture has 
dwindled from almost 47 per cent of the workforce in 
1960 to eight per cent today. However, agro-tourism 
initiatives are slowly bringing them back to life. The 
bittersweet aroma of carob lures us into Anogyra, 
where pastelli (toffee) and charoupomelo (molasses) 
continues to thrive. Once known as Black Gold, 
carob was as vital to the local economy as copper. It 
contains 60 per cent less calories than chocolate but 
some would say it’s also 60 per cent less tasty.

As we drive back into Paphos, I’m intrigued by a large 
tree strung with tattered hankies, rags and even the 
odd bra. ‘If you attach a tissue, you’ll get a one-night 
stand but a real handkerchief guarantees everlasting 
love,’ Neoptolemus assures me. I only have a paper 
tissue, but I reckon it’s better than nothing. The tissue 
rips as I tie it to the branch. I guess I’ll be lucky to get 
a snog on the island of love. 

WAY TO GO
British Airways flies to Paphos from London Gatwick. Join 
the Executive Club and earn up to 3,980 BA Miles when 
you fly Business/Club to Paphos. Visit ba.com. For more on 
Cyprus, go to visitcyprus.com. 

Visit bahighlife.com for further inspirational journey ideas from the laidback to the adrenaline-packed. 

       the inebriate 
sultan selim ii 
conquered cyprus 
so he could drink 
all of its wine 

   
Floor work  

The impressive and 
well-preserved 

Roman mosaics at  
the House of Aion 


