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The White Isle has a reputation for big nights and banging beats, but there’s a quieter, more 
Iberi-centric side of this Balearic Island to discover, from the locally made drink to championing 

the native farm breeds,and from secret coves to traditional fishermen’s lunches created with catch 
straight from the sea. Come for a slow tour of the other Ibiza and see if you don’t get hooked 

Words JESS COLE @coleywole Photographs ANNAPURNA MELLOR @annapurna
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GREAT ESCAPE

Ibiza
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Wander the historic streets of Ibiza Town, a place where  
old and new provide the perfect counterbalance

A BLACK CAT PICKS HER WAY NONCHALANTLY 
along the old city walls of  D’Alt Vila. Below her, a 
row of clothes sway on a rooftop washing line in 

the afternoon breeze, the fresh scent of laundry mingling 
with the fragrance of mock orange blossom. Seagulls  
and swallows swoop between roofs for insects, shrieking 
over the sound of surf. The higgledy-piggledy white 
houses in the ancient heart of Ibiza’s largest town ply a 
booming trade in shabby chic: crumbling brickwork and 
woodworm-struck doors framed by peeling paint borders 
of mustard, burgundy, dusky pink. Plants trail from 
rusting iron balconies. There’s an echoing slap of shoes  
on cobblestones punctuated by laughter as children play 
some streets away. A dog barks. Beyond the walls, masts 
bob in the harbour, jostled by the bow waves of a ferry.

The quiet serenity of Ibiza’s old town is beguiling. But 
it belies a long, difficult history of invasions. First settled 
by Phoenicians, the island’s wealth in salt and its strong 
strategic position made it a sitting duck for attacks,  
each of which left a lasting footprint. There have been 
defensive walls here for centuries; those that stand  
now were built by the Catalans 500 years ago to protect 

against Turks and marauding pirates. The town’s 
warren of meandering streets correspond directly to  
the blueprint of the souk that thrived here after Arabs 
conquered over a millennium ago. Today, its small 
courtyards are peppered with shops, bars and cafés.  
At one, a group of friends recline on white beanbags, 
sipping Aperol spritz. From the town below, the sound  
of club beats drifts up as nightfall draws closer.

Today, Ibiza is in demand as much as it ever was, but 
its appeal isn’t salt or imperial power: it’s hedonism  
that pulls the faithful like a magnet. World-famous DJs 
regularly command crowds of thousands at parties each 
summer. Ibiza Town’s Pacha, one of the island’s most 
famous clubs, was also its first. Opening in 1973, it 
heralded a new age for Ibiza: of glamour, rich hippies, 
celebrity and decadence. Pirate ships no longer plague 
these shores, but among the hundreds of masts in the 
harbour, gleaming super-yachts dwarf their neighbours. 
Their owners pay up to €20,000 per night to moor here. 
The town no longer needs its defensive walls. The spirit 
of tolerance and diversity is celebrated with zeal – 
attitudes of which chef David Reartes is both a 

HIERBAS IBICENCAS LIQUEUR
A meal in Ibiza isn’t officially over until the glasses of 

hierbas appear. This aniseed-flavoured digestif uses herbs 
and fruit to create its robust, medicinal and oddly 

satisfying flavour.

Ibiza Town’s harbour seen from D’Alt Vila

The 16th-century ramparts in Ibiza’s  
D’Alt Vila (old town) took over 30 years 
to build and were paid for by the 
church, the crown and the sale of salt
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STAY
A couple of miles out of Ibiza Town, boutique hotel 
Agroturismo Ca n’Arabi (from £130; canarabi.
com) is on the site of a former farm, its grounds 
filled with orange groves and pergolas. Rooms 
with high ceilings and tiled floors stay cool in the 
heat of the day; freshly baked cakes and savoury 
snacks are available free to guests all day. 

¶ Re.Art Taberna  
(mains from £8; 
reart.est)

Within Ibiza Town’s fortifications, streets are 
donkey-cart wide and cobblestones have been 
worn to slippery smoothness over the centuries

Busker Fernando. 
Below left: The interior 
of restaurant Re.Art. 
Below: Re.Art’s  Gambas 
ibicencas al ajillo (Ibizan 
prawns fried with garlic)
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beneficiary and proponent. Himself an import from 
Catalonia, he opened tapas restaurant Re.Art in Ibiza 
Town last year. ‘I take my inspiration for dishes from the 
world,’ says David, chopping herbs in the restaurant’s 
open kitchen. ‘I have a lot of respect for the cuisine of 
Ibiza, but I’m not from here. Locals do it better than 
anyone else and it’s not my place.’ 

Re.Art stands in the new town, its aesthetic a curious 
mix of styles. Geometric tiles line the walls and lights 
hang low over tables. Piles of Japanese crockery in jade 
green and terracotta teeter on the counter. Limoncello-
ready wrinkled lemons are smooshed inside a jar. The 
cultural pastiche might have resulted in mediocrity, but 
David’s gamble has paid off – not least in his dishes. His 
Japanese-style sirloin tataki, pink and tender, dissolves 
on the tongue; a roast octopus dish arrives crested by a 
whisper of foam, its coconut, paprika and garlic sauce 
bringing to mind swaying South Pacific palm trees. 

While his flavours are global, David sources his 
ingredients almost exclusively from the island and its 
neighbours. ‘When I first came to Ibiza, no-one was 
working with local products – the black Ibicenco pork, 
say, or the island’s wild chard or asparagus. I was the 
one to champion it, but I’m happy to say it’s much  
more popular now. Today in this town, we can  
enjoy high gastronomy only 500m from home.’  
The kitchen’s zero-kilometre philosophy 
provides flavour, but even better, it also 
supports the local economy, as well as 
connecting Re.Art with the land 
around it. ‘Everything is fresh, fresh, 
fresh,’ David says, opening his 
palms and shrugging. ‘I spend so 
much time visiting the farms. 
They’re my happy place.’

‘I came to Ibiza from 
Paraguay over a 

decade ago and fell 
in love – with a girl 

and with the island. 
This place inspires 

me every day.’
Fernando Gotan, bandoneón  

(a type of concertina) busker in 
Ibiza Town



In South Ibiza and Formentera, walk barefoot across 
sands brushed with cobalt waters, spot birdlife on wide salt pans 
and hike to watch the sun set behind a mythical rock

A SHIFTING CARPET OF FLUORESCENT CYAN AND 
indigo sparkles below a cerulean sky, beautiful, 
brash and quite unapologetically blue. Other 

colours, it seems to announce, need not apply. 
From aboard a RIB boat, the azure patchwork is 

startling and thoroughly inescapable, except when 
peering directly over the side. Then, all colour vanishes 
from the water below: it’s as clear as glass, mottled by 
rocks and sand on the seabed metres below. Jellyfish bob 
in the water and dark Neptune grass sways in the swell. 
‘I miss this in the winter,’ says Ignacio Maciel, who runs 
boat trips with Formentera Natural. He’s Argentinian 
and lives here only in summer. ‘Come spring, I’m just 
waiting for the moment I can dive back in.’ 

Skipper Nathan Lefevre tracks the RIB along the 
shores of the island of Formentera, Ibiza’s little sister. At 
12 miles long and 3 miles wide, this is a tiny piece of land 
– one of its biggest draws, for visitors and locals. ‘I like 
the life here,’ says Ignacio. ‘Everyone knows everyone.’

We round a headland and the wind instantly picks up. 
Glints of sunlight on the water’s surface turn into white 
horses, and the bow of the boat begins to rise and fall 
against the waves. With little development, the land is 
so low-rise it’s almost invisible until the boat reaches  
the shore and the throttle drops. Ignacio throws his legs 
over the side, splashes into calf-deep water and drags 
the boat onto the hot sand. With the engine cut, it’s 
silent. It’s this tranquillity – and its associated privacy – 
that attracts celebrities and the super-rich. ‘A lot of 
Italians visit,’ says Ignacio. ‘Some take out a loan just to 
come to beaches like Playa de Ses Illetes and be 

Crescent-shapped Salinas Beach is 
surrounded by Ses Salines Natural Park 
and is one of the island’s most popular 
sun spots, attracting its share of celebs
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A popular urban myth in Ibiza claims 
that the island of Es Vedrà is the third 

most magnetic spot on Earth (after the 
North Pole and the Bermuda 
Triangle). Scientific studies 
debunking this have so far 

failed to dispel the 
rumours. 

IBIZA’S CROWD 
PLEASER

‘My parents visited 28 
years ago, fell for 

Formentera and never  
left. Look at this place. 

Why would they go 
anywhere else?’
Nathan Lefevre, skipper
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seen.’ Across the strait on Ibiza, there are beaches worth 
going a long way for, too, but there’s something about 
Formentera’s shores; something even Ibiza resident and 
island guide Shana-Dominique Lacroix admits. ‘The 
suntan is different in Formentera – more golden. We 
know if the neighbours have been on holiday there.’

She’s walking along an arid, rocky headland directly 
opposite Formentera, her palm pinning her hair back, 
preventing it being wind-whipped into her eyes. 
The peninsula is dotted with wild rosemary 
bushes and darting geckos. It’s a popular 
stretch for hikers; one passes by, a cloth bag 
tossed over his shoulder, nodding a greeting. 
He’s wearing shoes and socks, a deep tan and 
nothing else. The beaches here are popular 
with nudists. ‘I’ve been living here for 40 
years,’ says Shana-Dominique, ‘and I only 
bought a swimsuit four years ago. Not that  
I often wear it. Everyone skinny dips here.’ 

This headland is part of Ses Salines Natural 
Park, which stretches between Ibiza and 
Formentera. Around its millennia-old salt pans, 
birdlife flourishes in desolate marshes. Flamingos 
reside here seasonally and black-winged stilts with red 
legs pick through the shallows. Driving due west, the 
landscape turns to pine forests, coves and steep slopes. 

By late afternoon, the island’s extreme southwest 
corner is astir. A pine-clad path towards a summit close 
to the coastline is becoming busy. At the top, the treeline 
falls away, revealing the star attraction: magnificent Es 
Vedrà. This vertiginous rocky island has been the 
subject of countless legends, at turns home to sea 
nymphs and sirens, giants, lunar goddesses and UFOs.  

It has become a site of pilgrimage – not the 
island itself, which is a protected nature reserve, 

but the hillsides which offer the best sunset 
views of it. Many meditate or practise yoga before 

it. ‘Ibiza taught me how to be spiritual,’ whispers 
Shana-Dominique, as she climbs the path. 
This evening, Es Vedrà is bathed in warm light. People 

arrive and take a seat on the rocky ground. Expectation 
grows as the sun inches towards the sea. A pink hue 
begins, ever so shyly, to fill the sky. This is a spectator 
sport of patience. The sun clears a cloud and touches the 
horizon; moments later, it’s slipping behind it, until, too 
soon, it’s gone. A moment of reflection and the crowds 
begin to head down, satisfied that the universe has once 
again delivered something extraordinary.

Explore the rural landscape 
of northeast Ibiza,  

taste farm-to-fork produce  
and seafood plucked  

fresh from the 
Mediterranean Sea

STAY
Luxe Can Xuxu (from £200; canxuxu.
com), set in a 150-year-old finca, is decked 
out with Asian artefacts – there are even 
converted 19th-century Javanese teak 
houses for guests to book. Host Alex and 
his staff are charismatic and attentive, and 
the tropical garden hides a secluded pool.

Old fishermen’s huts and their 
boat ramps leading into the 
sea are ubiquitous here

A farm worker takes his hand 
tools to work the land on 

organic farm Can Musón. 
Top right: It’s all storybook 

idyllic here – even the rusting 
bicycle looks artfully placed.  
Right: Lavender and oranges 

for sale in the farm shop

¶ Formentera Natural (half-day RIB 
tour £40; formenteranatural.com)
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Many of Ibiza’s towns and 
villages mark their annual patron 

saint’s day with a fiesta. We stumbled 
upon one in Sant Jordi. Crowds milling in 

their Sunday best pulled at sticks of 
candyfloss and carried balloons. A row of 

drummers beat time for the dancers 
performing a sultry courtship: men in red 
waistcoats bounced around coy women 

bedecked with gold medallions, 
clapping castanets to the 

delight of onlookers.

FIESTA TIME

NATIVE IS A RELATIVE TERM IN IBIZA. THERE ARE 
around 140 ,000 people who call the island home, 
but finding born-and-bred Ibicencans is a rare 

event. More often than not, locals hail from the Spanish 
mainland, from elsewhere in Europe or South America or 
anywhere, in fact, but Ibiza, which makes the inhabitants 
of Finca Ecológica Can Musón all the more special. 

Take, for example, the large, black, floppy-eared sow, 
her back caked in dried mud, who this morning is 
snuffling around happily on the hunt for breakfast. She is 
an Ibicenco pig, a rare breed indigenous to the island. In 
an adjacent enclosure, a rooster crows, ear splittingly, 
sending the rest of his chicken companions scattering in 
alarm. He’s a bona fide local too – the five points on his 
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There are 80 beaches on Ibiza, from 
long golden crescents to sheltered 
coves. Many, including Cala d’en 
Serra, have a chiringuito (beach bar)

The Can Musón farm shop. 
Below: Owner María Marí 
Colomar. Left: All the farm 

animals are Iberican breeds
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comb are the giveaway to his heritage as an Ibiza native. 
The farm is the brainchild of María Marí Colomar, 

another rare native of the island. She is following in  
the footsteps of her great-great-grandfather, who once 
owned a tiny plot of land in this region. ‘I used to work  
in retail,’ she says. ‘One day I realised, “I don’t want this! 
I want goats!” So I bought a goat. Now I have 50 – and 
chickens, pigs, rabbits…. And the rest.’ She sighs, as she 
contemplates the scale of it all.

Can Musón is an organic farm which runs school 
workshops, guided tours, tastings and cooking classes. 
At its heart is a convivial canvas-covered café, its 
wooden tables set with sunken flowerbeds. A hammock 
seat hangs in one corner. An earthy, minty scent drifts 
about the farm shop beside it, which sells fresh produce 
– there are crates piled high with muddy potatoes, 
roll-down bags filled with almonds, and gleaming jars  
of honey and oils. The shop looks out to the vegetable 
patches, with their perfect rows of lettuces, beds of 
strawberries, herbaceous borders, climbing roses and, 
beneath an ancient fig tree, a rusty old bicycle and 
wheelbarrow. It’s immaculate.

‘This land was made with a lot of heart,’ says María, 
walking along a pink gravel pathway between beds 
packed with leafy mint. ‘I don’t see it as a business –  
I see it as social work. If I wanted money, I’d be doing 
something else.’

North of the footworn tourist paths, this pocket of Ibiza 
is bucolic and bountiful. Narrow roads crisscross its 
gentle slopes, past blossoming almond farms and orange 
groves, carob trees and pines, and wildflower meadows 
that explode with colour come spring. The earth is the 
colour of cocoa powder. Villages pockmark the landscape, 
like that of Sant Joan de Labritja, which sits like an oasis 
in the valley of a forested hill eight miles north of Can 

FLAÓ CHEESECAKE
The constituent parts of this ubiquitous  

Ibicencan cheesecake are deceptively simple: 
goat’s (or sheep’s) cheese, egg, flour and sugar, but 

magic ingredients aromatic mint and spiky 
aniseed make it something special. We were captivated by tiny, secluded 

Cala d’en Serra, a beach on Ibiza’s 
northern shore. Hugged by reddish cliffs and 
waxy pine trees, the beach is backed, eerily 

and incongruously, by an abandoned, 
graffitied hotel-building project that was 

never completed. To reach the cove, 
follow signs for Portinatx on the 

winding San Juan road; park at the 
top and descend the steep 

path on foot.

CALA D’EN 
SERRA BEACH

G R E AT  E S C A P E
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A fisherman’s lunch at El 
Bigotes, Cala Mastella. 
Opposite page, far right: 
A stall at hippy market 
Las Dalias
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Musón. This morning, the only sounds here are a distant 
tractor rumble, a chirruping bird and a man 
sauntering across the village square, whistling. 
Outside a café, three young men drink coffee 
together, teasing the black Labrador mouthing 
playfully at one of their hands. A lemon tree 
brims with fruit, sweetly scenting the air.

Most island roads, when followed to their 
end, lead to the sea. Follow Sant Joan’s and  
it leads to Cala Mastella, a tiny, sandy cove 
with a secret weapon: seafood shack El 
Bigotes. It’s just before lunchtime and  
there are signs of life on the quiet beach.  
A woman with a wicker bag clambers across 
the rocks, clutching her hat. Four girls kneel 
on the jetty, peering into the shallows, 
hunting for shells and crabs. Behind them,  
a row of tumbledown fishermen’s huts, roofs 
overgrown with straggly dandelions. Rusty 
boat tracks, adorned with white blooms of 
barnacles, run from the huts to the water.

Tucked into the rock face opposite is the 
shack, smoke rising from a flame-licked hotplate 
in the corner. The tables are already filling. There’s 
no specials board here: at midday, local grilled fish is 
served. Two hours later comes the bullit de peix, a 
meaty fish stew. It’s been this way for over 60 years and 
the owner still comes for lunch most days. 

Ibiza may draw ravers, hippies and good-time partiers 
to its shores, and with good reason, but it hasn’t lost  
its taste for the simple life, either. Somewhere on the 
island, a bartender stocks his fridges with champagne 
and a DJ warms up the decks for the long night ahead. 
But here at Cala Mastella, as for decades, it’s the 
fishermen’s catch that dictates the menu and life moves 
only to the rhythm of the tides.

The village of San Rafael is famous for 
its ceramics. Carlos Icardi has been making 

pottery and running workshops here  
for 40 years (bowls from £30; 

ceramicasicardi.blogspot.com). ‘I was born 
in Uruguay and came to Ibiza by mistake 

- I took the wrong ship.’

jess Cole is a scommissioning editor for Lonely Planet. 
Many delicious slices of flaó cheesecake fuelled the 
research trip for this feature.

¶ Can Musón Finca Ecológica (entry 
£5.30; ibizacanmuson.com)

¶ El Bigotes  
(fish stew, £20; 00 34 650 79 76 33)

STAY
Family-run Agroturismo Can Skye 
(from £105; canskye.com) is a peaceful 
bolthole on a hillside in Ibiza’s northeast. 
There’s a bohemian spirit here, from  
the poolside Buddha and wellness 
treatments to the handmade jewellery for 
sale in the small shop. Rooms are simple 
and stylish, staff are extremely friendly.
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PLAN YOUR TRIP

WHAT WE LEARNED  
ALONG THE WAY

¶An offshore colony of marine plant 
Neptune grass is thought – at five 

miles wide and 100,000-odd years 
old – to be the world’s oldest and 

largest living organism.

¶Although main roads are well-
maintained, back roads are often 
narrow and precarious. Employ 

common sense – it may pay to turn 
back when things get hairy.

¶Shabby-chic inspirational quote 
signs are all the rage in Ibiza. Our 
favourite? ‘Ibiza is the answer.  

Who cares what the question is?’

HOW DO I GET THERE?
BA, easyJet, Jet2 and Ryanair all fly 
nonstop to Ibiza from London 
airports in about two and a half 
hours (from £45; easyjet.com). 
Ryanair flies nonstop from Bristol, 
Leeds and Manchester in two 
hours 50 minutes (from £50; 
ryanair.com).

WHAT’S 
MY ROUTE
The island is 
really small – 28 
miles long and 16 miles wide – 
and easy to get around. It’s about 
an hour’s drive from the north to 
the south, so you don’t really need 
to feel tied to a particular area 
before moving on to another. A 
car is definitely necessary for 
getting to the more out-of-the-
way spots, though. 

Because of its size, you 
can begin your visit 
where you like. We 
started in Ibiza Town, 
then took a tour of the 

island of Formentera, just off the 
south coast, before moving on to 
the southwest corner. Our final 
stops were in the less-visited, 
quieter north. 

WHEN IS THE BEST 
TIME TO GO?
The summer season starts at the 
beginning of May and ends in 
October. Clubs won’t be open 
outside those months, 
so if you want a little 
nightlife, choose 
dates accordingly. 
While the island is 
much quieter 
outside those times, 
this brings its own 
rewards. March and April, for 
instance, is the time to come for 
spring flowers. It’s worth bearing 

in mind though, that 
along with the clubs, a 
lot of the sights, bars, 
restaurants and cafés 
may not be open in 
the lower seasons.

WHAT SHOULD  
I BUDGET?
Unlike plenty of places 
on the mainland, Ibiza 
isn’t a low-cost 
destination. At the cheaper 
end, a one- or two-star hotel in 
the rural north starts at around 
£45 per night, while a night at a 
four-star hotel within staggering 
distance of a club in Ibiza Town 

will put you back a minimum 
of £100 per night, and 

that’s towards the end of 
the season. As a rule of 
thumb, as in most 

places, the more out of 
the way you are, the 

cheaper it will be. The same is 
mostly true for restaurants, 
though some of the deceptively 
simple-looking beach cafés aren’t 
necessarily wallet-friendly, 
especially when it comes to the 
freshly caught seafood. However, 
as this is one of the island’s real 
treats, try to factor it in. A nice 
fisherman’s lunch will cost you 

from around £25. 
There are plenty of 
cheaper eats to be 
found as well: a meal of 
pizza or pasta can cost 

as little as £8.
There is in-airport car hire, but 

cheaper prices can be found 
off-airport, and a free shuttle bus 
is provided (from £85 for a week; 
hiperrentacar.com). 

WHERE CAN I GET 
MORE INFORMATION?
Our Pocket Ibiza guide (£7.99) has 
full-colour maps and pictures; 
insider tips; essential information, 
including opening hours, websites 
and prices; and where to eat, 
sleep, and what to see for all 
budgets. You can also download it 

as an eBook 
(£5.59; 
lonelyplanet.
com). For further 
details, see 
illesbalears.travel/
en/baleares.

HEADS-UP
As spring tumbles into summer, 
the White Island explodes in a 
rainbow of colour, as myriad 
wildflowers in its meadows  

and orchards, and along  
road verges, blossom  

into life.


