Cinque Terre: Five Villages, One Coastline

By: Marc Silver
Where the Journey Begins

“Some places seem like they were painted before they were
built.” That’s how many describe the Cinque Terre, a string of
five pastel-colored fishing villages clinging to cliffs along Italy’s

Ligurian coast.

The name itself simply means “Five Lands.” But behind the
postcard images is a story of isolation, resilience, and the
delicate balance between tradition and tourism. Today, we’re
going to wander these towns one by one, look at what binds
them together, and what sets them apart.



Ancient Roots and the Shape of the Coast

The Ligurian coastline is
no friend to builders.

~ Steep mountains drop
straight into the sea.

- That’s why people here
carved terraces out of

| sheer rock, stacking stone
walls by hand to grow

= grapes, olives, and

lemons. The first references to these villages appear around the
11th century, when small communities formed around churches
and fishing coves.

For centuries, they were accessible only by mule paths and
boats. No roads linked them until the 20th century. That
remoteness shaped both the architecture and the culture:
compact homes, narrow alleys, and a reliance on the sea.

The Five Villages



Riomaggiore

The southernmost and
often the first stop for
visitors. Its pastel
buildings rise in tiers
above a rocky harbor.
Riomaggiore 1s known
for Sciacchetra, a sweet
wine made from sun-
dried grapes on the
cliffside terraces. The town’s main street funnels into the harbor,

where fishing boats still bob alongside tourist kayaks.

Manarola
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Manarola may be the most photographed. The houses spill down




a cliff in candy-colored layers that seem almost impossible. Its
vineyards are legendary, and if you hike above the village, you’ll
find the “Via dell’Amore,” the famous “Lovers’ Lane” that once
linked Manarola to Riomaggiore—a walking path carved into

the cliffs.

Corniglia

The quietest of the five. Unlike the others, Corniglia doesn’t
touch the sea. Perched high on a promontory, it’s reached by
climbing nearly 400 steps. This isolation gives Corniglia a
slower pace. Vineyards surround it, and the view sweeps across
the entire Ligurian coast.

Vernazza
Often called the jewel of the Cinque Terre. Vernazza has a



natural harbor, a small castle tower, and a central piazza that

opens directly onto the water.
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The village has long been known for its fishing fleet and
anchovy harvests. It also suffered badly in 2011, when floods
and mudslides swept through. The recovery effort became a
rallying point for locals determined to preserve their way of life.

Monterosso al Mare



The northernmost and largest. Monterosso has the best beaches,
which makes it the most resort-like. Divided into an old town
and a new town, it offers sandy stretches unusual for this rocky
coast. It’s also home to lemon groves and anchovies prepared
with local olive oil—a reminder that, for all the beauty, food
traditions still anchor life here.




Culture, Food, and Wine

The Cinque Terre is famous
for more than just scenery. Its
terraced vineyards produce
crisp white wines, including
Bosco and Vermentino, and
the prized dessert wine
Sciacchetra. The cuisine
reflects both sea and land:
anchovies, mussels, pesto
(Liguria 1s its birthplace),
focaccia bread, and lemon-
infused desserts.

Life here has always been about resourcefulness. Fishing boats
pulled straight onto the piazza. Grapes carried up and down
steep terraces in baskets. Even today, many locals prefer to walk
the coastal paths rather than drive.

From Isolation to UNESCO

In 1997, the Cinque Terre became a UNESCO World Heritage
Site. In 1999, Italy created a national park to protect the fragile
landscape. Those stone terraces—there are thousands of miles of
them—are considered just as vital as the villages themselves.

Tourism, though, is a double-edged sword. Once little-known
fishing hamlets, the Cinque Terre now draw millions each year.



Balancing preservation with popularity is the region’s biggest
challenge. Some paths are closed in summer to reduce wear, and
local authorities have even discussed limiting daily visitor
numbers.

Reflections on the Five Lands

Visiting the Cinque Terre is not just about ticking off five
villages. It’s about stepping into a landscape where human
persistence carved beauty out of rock. Each town has its own
flavor, but together they form a chain that has survived centuries
of storms, wars, and now mass tourism.

And perhaps that’s the lesson. These aren’t museum pieces.
They’re living communities. Anchovy fishermen still put out to
sea. Vineyards still cling to stone walls. Locals still gather in
piazzas that look much the same as they did 500 years ago.

Walking the Cinque Terre

Before we set off, a word of warning. Walking between these
villages may look like a casual seaside stroll on a postcard, but
it’s anything but. The paths are stunning—vineyards above, the
Ligurian Sea below—but they’re also steep, narrow, and
demanding. You’ll be climbing hundreds of steps up and down,
often under a hot Mediterranean sun. The distance between



towns isn’t overwhelming on paper, but those climbs make it
feel much longer.

Walking Route throu%h the Cinque Terre Villages
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For the truly adventurous, the hike rewards with unforgettable
views and the quiet satisfaction of earning every glimpse. For
others, the train that links all five villages 1s the smarter
option—and no less scenic.

From here, we can flow into a narrative walking tour, moving
village to village as if we’re making the journey together:
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. Start in Riomaggiore: Wind through its main street down
to the little harbor, boats pulled up on land.

. Walk the cliffside path toward Manarola: The famous
Via dell’Amore, 1f 1t’s open, is the gentlest section. If
closed, the alternative route is far more challenging but
even more dramatic.

. From Manarola up to Corniglia: This 1s where the climb
really hits—nearly 400 steps to reach the village perched
high above the sea.

. Continuing to Vernazza: Perhaps the most spectacular
section of the trail. Terraces of vines, olive groves, and the
sight of Vernazza’s harbor tower coming into view.



. Finally, Vernazza to Monterosso: The longest and hardest
hike, full of staircases and switchbacks. But it ends with
Monterosso’s sandy beach, a fitting place to rest your legs
and celebrate the effort.

Closing Thought

So, when you look up from a train window or step off a boat and
see those pastel houses stacked like dominoes against the cliffs,
remember that you’re not just seeing beauty. You’re seeing
endurance.

Cinque Terre isn’t just five villages—it’s five centuries of people
refusing to give up on the land they call home.



