
Fancy living to 100? 

Sardinia’s rugged heartland has hit upon a novel 
way to tempt tourists – by off ering 

up the secrets of its residents’ incredible 
longevity. Th e local cheese and red wine are 

a key part of the equation. 

We’re sold

Words Estella Shardlow Photography River Th ompson
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dolfo Melis swings around lamp posts Singin’ 
in the Rain-style as he roams the sunbeaten 
streets of Perdasdefogu. It’s siesta hour, most 
of the village’s shops and houses shuttered 
and silent, but he darts into his bar to fi nd the 
regulars shooting pool and playing cards in 
the dusky light. Eyes sweeping over the marble 
counter, he talks proudly of his vegetable patch, 
where the beans and aubergines are thriving, 
before plucking a family photo from the wall 
to point out his brothers and sisters. Next, he 
grabs two chairs, lifts himself off  the ground 

and pedals his feet in the air. None of this would 
be too remarkable – except for the fact that 
Adolfo is 93 years old.

Look closer and you’ll notice the poker 
players out back are octogenarians and a 
sprightly, white-haired chap wields the pool 
cue, playing against two small boys. Th e 
black-and-white photo shows a grand total 
of nine siblings. Adolfo built this bar back in 
1956 and still lives above it. 

None of this raises eyebrows in Ogliastra. 
Along with the neighbouring region of Nuoro, 
this central stretch of Sardinia forms one of 
only fi ve Blue Zones in the world, meaning it 
boasts an unusually high number of locals who 
live to be over 100 (others include Okinawa, 
Japan, and Nicoya, Costa Rica). Th e proportion 
of centenarians in Ogliastra is almost 50 times 
that in the UK or the US. And, not only do they 
live a long time, they also continue to enjoy a 
high quality of life – depression and dementia 
among the elderly are remarkably low here.

So how do they do it? I’m here to try to 
discern something of their secret – and I’m 
not the only one. Th is year saw the launch of 
an offi  cial Sardinia Blue Zone observatory 
for longevity, while in July, British biotech 
company Tiziana Life Sciences snapped up 
a biobank of DNA samples from 13,000 
genealogically linked residents for €258,000. 

Previous page Giovanni 
Loi, 98. This page, from 
top Adolfo Melis, 93; A 
picture of Adolfo and 
his nine siblings hangs 
on the wall of the family 
bar; a healthy diet is 
one of the reasons 
for the remarkable 
longevity of the  
region’s inhabitants
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Researchers have already identifi ed a gene 
in the Y chromosome that signifi cantly reduces 
heart attack and stroke, and in Sardinia’s 
isolated mountain villages it has remained 
unusually undiluted. Few of the tourists fl ying 
into Cagliari, Olbia and Alghero make it as far 
as the island’s rugged interior, where the 
winding country roads overspill with cacti 
and vivid pink bursts of oleander, and most 
of the elderly locals speak only the Sardinian 
language, which sounds akin to Catalan and 
is the closest living relative to Latin. 

But even more important than genetics, 
experts agree, is the Sardinian lifestyle: 
the food and wine, the close-knit, sociable 
communities and their physically active jobs. 
Th e majority of elderly men here worked as 
shepherds or farmers, roaming miles and 
miles of steep, granite terrain every day. 

Perched on a sofa alongside his brothers 
Antonio, 97, and Vitalio, 90 (in coordinating 
striped polo shirts), Adolfo makes no bones 
about his opinion: “Work hard, eat less.” Just 
when I’m thinking this doesn’t sound very 
palatable, he tempers it with, “And wine! One 
glass is OK, two is even better.” 

He should know – framed on the wall 
above the brothers’ heads, beside a photo of 
a great-granddaughter’s graduation, are three 
Guinness World Record certifi cates naming 
them the oldest family on the planet from 
2012-14. Th eir eldest sister, Consolata, who 
lived to 107, credited her long life to homemade 
minestrone soup and goats’ milk. To this day, 
the brothers remain neighbours, living on the 
land where the Melis farm once stood (their 
other sisters live with relatives in nearby 
towns). Unsurprisingly, they’ve racked up 

Clockwise from top 
left; few of the tourists 
fl ying into Cagliari make 
it as far as the island’s 
rugged interior; the 
Melis brothers, Vitalio, 
90, Adolfo and Antonio, 
97 are in the Guinness 
World Records 
for oldest family; 
Sardinia’s coastline 
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IKARIAN BEAN 
STEW

The tiny 
Aegean island 

of Ikaria, which 
lies east of Mykonos, is 
another designated Blue Zone, 
and they are big on legumes 
there. One staple local recipe 
combines black-eyed beans, 
fennel and garlic for a hearty 
bowl of goodness. 

DANISH 
RUGBRØD

Peasant 
bread done 

well. Experts 
believe these loaves may help 
guard against cardiovascular 
diseases and type 2 diabetes. 
Opt for the sourdough variety 
of the dark rye, as it’s leavened 
with lactobacillus, which 
lowers insulin production. 

BELGIAN 
CHOCOLATE

Quality dark 
chocolate 

is packed with 
immune-boosting zinc and 
teeth-protecting 
theobromine. One 15-year 
study of men aged 65+ found 
that those who ate the most 
cocoa were the least likely to 
die. Music to our ears.

Eating to 100
Th e most delectable longevity foods you’ll fi nd around Europe

a treasure trove of tales over their combined 280 
years – from Vitalio being kidnapped by bandits 
who were after the family’s cows, to Adolfo 
hiding out in a well to escape Nazi soldiers.

Salvatore Cabras, a 90-year-old Pablo 
Picasso lookalike, with his fl at cap and 
remarkably unlined olive skin, is out catching 
some rays on Baunei’s steep cobbled lanes. He 
agrees with Adolfo’s frugality-and-fortitude 
mantra, diluted with “a little bit of wine – 
one cup with each meal”. With his grandson 
translating, he explains how he started 
goatherding aged 10, living almost exclusively 
off  goats’ cheese and pistoccu (the thin, crisp, 
local bread) his whole life. “Th ere was no 
money, it was diffi  cult to get enough to eat, 
but it was better, because people were tougher.” 
His wife, Bonaria, talks of cooking acorns when 
nothing else was available and a culture of 
swapping produce. “You exchanged some 
of your cheese for a bit of bread. If you were 
having a good month, you got a little meat.” 

Th e limited diet may have been a necessity, 
but they were inadvertently guzzling an 
elixir: their goats’ milk and cheese boasts 
anti-infl ammatory, cholesterol lowering 
and immune-boosting benefi ts, as well as high 
doses of lactobacillus bacteria, which is linked 
to digestive and urinary health. As for the 
region’s dry, ruby-red Cannonau wine that 
Salvatore, Adolfo, et al, are partial to, this 
contains two to three times the level of 
artery-scrubbing fl avonoids as other wines. 
It’s telling that at Jerzu’s Antichi Poderi winery, 
a cooperative of 45 small vineyards, the local 
plonk is dispensed from a petrol station-style 
pump (the going rate is €1.95 per litre). At the 
other end of the price scale, you might fi nd the 

CRETAN 
GREENS

Horta is 
a type of 

wild green that 
grows abundantly on Greek 
islands – Crete boasts 150 
diff erent kinds. A low-calorie, 
antioxidant-rich source of 
omega-3 fatty acids, they’re 
typically steamed or baked 
into fi lo pastries. 

0 5 7

EJ177_052_Sardinia lg2SK.indd   057 11/08/2016   16:38



Breakfast with 
the Goatherds

At just 72 years old, Battista Lai is a spring 
chicken by Sardinian standards. After his 
dogs, Berlusconi and Veronica, have 
yapped their greetings, with a chorus of 
‘baaahs’ from the goats, he welcomes me 
into an open-fronted hut of juniper wood, 
where a dozen wheels of cheese are 
resting. By breakfast time there will be 
another, once he’s worked his magic on the 
fresh milk currently warming over the gas 
burner. Hunkering down on a low stool, he 
begins slowly stirring. Beyond the steady 
rush of the gas, there’s a distant tinkling 
from the cliff s. No two goat bells sound 
the same, Lai explains, so he can recognise 
each animal without laying eyes on it. He 
dips his fi nger in to test when the milk has 
reached 37°C. Thermometers are for 
rookies, it seems. He’s been at this for half 
a century, after all. 

“Not many people are still making 
cheese this way, as it takes too long,” 
he says. In goes the rennet and then 
he waits until it’s thick enough for a 
wooden stick to stand upright. Twenty 
minutes pass and espressos are circulated. 
Finally, he rolls up his sleeves and plunges 
his hands into the vat, pressing the curds 
into a huge lump. As the whey drains off  
in a sieve, he continues to gently squeeze 
and turn the cheese. The remaining whey
is heated once more to form a creamy 
ricotta – the word literally means 
‘recooked’. His serving suggestion? Some 
sheets of pane carasau – the local fl atbread 
– a glass of Cannonau wine and a sea view. 
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intense, complex local Akratos, with hints 
of black cherries, myrtle and plums. 

In Jerzu (population, 3,287; centenarians, 
seven), 98-year-old Giovanni Loi, who worked 
as a winemaker until two years ago, thinks 
the explanation for his longevity is too obvious 
for words: he simply grins and sweeps a hand 
expansively in front of him, gesturing to the 
cloudless sky, emerald slopes smothered in 
vineyards and olive groves, and cobbled streets 
where every passerby off ers him a cheery wave 
and a salute. 

Th e way that Sardinians treat the elderly 
certainly plays a big role. “Th e Sardinian 
attitude is to preserve, respect and follow old 
people’s teachings above all,” explains local 
tourism manager Tiziana Tirelli, of Sardinian 
Way (sardinianway.it), which specialises 
in trips across Sardinia. “Several villages 
continue the ancient tradition of contos de 
foghile, where old people tell histories about 
the past or legends to the community around 
the hearth or campfi res.” 

Now the Blue Zone phenomenon is starting 
to bring a new revenue stream, as people seek 
to tap into the local elixirs. Already, there’s a 
growing demand for Sardinian produce 
overseas – its cheeses saw a 31% rise in exports 
in 2015 – while Dr Giovanni Mario Pes, of the 
University of Sassari, predicts the birth of a new 

“Th ere was no money, 
it was diffi  cult to get 
enough to eat, but 
it was better because 
people were tougher. 
You exchanged some 
of your cheese for 
a bit of bread. 
If you were having 
a good month, 
you got a little meat” 

This page, clockwise 
from top; goats’ milk 
and cheese are a 
crucial part of the local 
diet; the town of Jerzu 
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experience,” says Dan Buettner, New York 
Times bestselling author of Th e Blue Zones 
Solution. “Several of the Sardinian cities 
are already celebrating centenarians with 
festivals and decorating cities with posters 
of centenarians.” 

High up on the limestone cliff s outside 
Baunei, reached by a bone-jangling 4x4 
drive, a few enterprising goatherds are inviting 
tourists to try rural Sardinian life for real. A 
200-strong herd usually have Us Piggius farm 
and its panoramic views all to themselves, but 
with the help of local hiking guide Antonio 
Cabras, son of Salvatore and Bonaria, guests 
can now check in to the restored goatherd’s 
hut – a canonical structure of stone and twisted 
wood with an open fi replace – and join in with 
milking the goats and making cheese, taking 
simple meals around the farm table (around 
€40pp half-board, coopgoloritze.com). 

Th ose with the stamina of a goatherd 
can combine a stay with his fi ve-day, 45km 
trekking route, Selvaggio Blu, traversing 
wooded gorges, cliff s and deserted coves. 
Cabras dubs it “the most diffi  cult and beautiful 
[trek] in Italy”. Another place tapping into the 

type of tourist trade: “Longevity tourism has 
huge potential… Especially for encouraging the 
‘silver economy’, ie, affl  uent baby boomers, as 
well as being in line with the goals of 
sustainable tourism.” 

Th e impact has been seen elsewhere before: 
following a fl urry of headlines over a decade ago 
about China’s ‘Longevity Village’, Bama, visitor 
numbers there rocketed 26-fold from 2006-14. 
Of course, a holiday isn’t going to let you 
replicate the locals’ lifespans, but Blue Zones 
are inherently hotspots for tourists to 
experience authentic, traditional communities. 

“Blue Zone areas should be treated like 
UNESCO World Heritage Sites – protected 
and put on display for the world to see and 

Clockwise from far 
left; goatherding itself 
may be benefi cial to 
health – at least, all the 
associated walking 
is,; Bonaria, 85, and 
Salvatore, 90, Cabras 
in Baunei with their 
grandson

“Th ose with the 
stamina of a goatherd 

can combine a stay 
with a 45km trek, 
traversing wooded 

gorges, cliff s 
and deserted coves”
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easyJet
fl ies to Cagliari from eight 

destinations. See our guide on page 
127. easyJet.com

easyJet.com/holidays*
Seven nights B&B at four-star 

Santa Lucia Capoterra, departing London 
Stansted on 12 October, from £345pp.

DESTINATION CAGLIARI 

hotels.easyJet.com 
Three-star Sa Mola, in a restored, 

early 19th-century farmhouse, is famous 
for its delicious, traditional food.

trend is Hotel Galanias (galaniashotel.it), 
a four-star retreat set in lush gardens on 
Ogliastra’s coast.

Serving a weekly feast celebrating local 
culture to the evocative sounds of tenore 
(Sardinian folk singing) performed by four 
men, an accordion and launeddas pipes, guests 
dine on Sardinian delicacies: culurgiones, a sort 

of giant, pasty-shaped take on ravioli; seadas, 
honey drenched, pecorino-stuff ed fritters; and 
the elaborate, fl oral-wreath shapes of su coccoi 
bread, typically made for weddings. Crackling 
pigs and lamb rotate on a vast open grill. 

Tour companies are even launching curated 
Blue Zone itineraries. On Tasting Sardinia’s 
version (tastingsardinia.com), groups get to 
meet and chat with local centenarians, a 
family doctor and a scientist, in addition to 
going almond harvesting with a 90-year-old 
and spending a day with a shepherd. 

Th ere’s certainly something in the water (or 
wine) around here. Dragging myself down from 
Hotel Galanias to Torre di Barì’s 8km shingle 
beach shortly after sunrise, a gaggle of tiny 
old ladies is already striding out through a 
glass-like sea for their morning constitutional. 
I’ll have what they’re having, I think, and 
that’s invariably a glass or two of Cannonau. 
Just make sure you toast with the island’s 
traditional greeting of A kent’ annos when 
you raise your glass. It means: May you live 
to be 100 years old. 
Th anks to Just Sardinia (justsardinia.it) for car 
hire, transfers and coach trips

From top wine, straight 
from the source at at 
Jerzu’s Antichi Poderi 
winery; from left, 
winemaker Renato Loss 
and comercial director, 
Franco Usai; the local 
wine is rich in fl avanoids 
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“Th e local plonk is dispensed from 
a petrol station-style pump 

(the going rate is €1.95 per litre)”
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