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CHAPTER 1


CLIMBING THE MOUNTAIN OF


MYTH





The mountain hides its secrets in the afternoon, its heights cloaked in swirling clouds. Fog coats the mountain like a mystery, drifting in from the nearby Thermaic Gulf. But come sunrise, Mount Olympus is boldly revealed. Its sheer wall of folded brown-gray limestone, crowned with many snow-tipped peaks, seems to bridge the sea and the sky.


It’s not hard to imagine why ancient Greeks believed Mount Olympus was the home of their gods. As the old myths tell it, Zeus, the king of the gods, held court with his royal family atop the mountain’s highest peak. Clouds and mist kept their throne room, the Pantheon, shrouded from the view of the humans below. Yet from their high perch, they also kept a close eye on the ancient Greeks, ready to help—or do harm—as they pleased. To stay on Zeus’s good side, the Greeks built a village, Dion, in the foothills of Olympus. In the fifth century BCE, the feet of holy men wore a path between the village and the foothills as they brought gifts to honor Zeus. But could mortals reach this mountain of myth? No one knows if the men of Dion dared climb to the top to meet Zeus face to face.
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The village of Litochoro, tucked into the foothills of Mount Olympus.
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Ruins at the ancient sanctuaries of Dion






Legends and historical attempts are intertwined when discussing the ascent of Mount Olympus. While there are no records to confirm the attempts by figures like Sultan Mehmet IV or Edward Richter, the mountain indeed posed a significant challenge until the early twentieth century. It wasn’t until August 2, 1913, that the mountain saw its first recorded summit by Christos Kakalos, along with author and art historian Daniel Baud-Bovy and photographer Frédéric Boissonnas (both of them Swiss), marking a notable moment in the history of mountaineering.


After bidding farewell to his companions, the experienced and enthusiastic Kakalos continued to explore Mount Olympus, eventually becoming the mountain’s most celebrated guide. Over the years, he successfully led numerous expeditions to its various peaks, greatly contributing to the mountaineering legacy of Olympus.


In 1915, the enchanted Boissonnas published a book of breathtaking photos he had taken on his travels to Greece. His photograph Olympus, the Pantheon (1913) captured the magic and mystery of this famous mountain. Europeans were inspired to see it for themselves. With Kakalos as the mountain’s first official guide, the tiny village of Litochoro soon hosted a steady stream of tourists looking to climb to the throne room of the gods. Rumor has it that the village was so grateful to Kakalos that the restaurant owners let him eat for free for the rest of his life.2
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Frédéric Boissonnas, 1891






Now, ten thousand hikers climb Mount Olympus each year, drawn by its history and natural beauty. They aren’t necessarily thrill-seekers or mountaineers. Though at 9,573 feet (2,918 meters), it is the highest mountain in Greece, and the second highest in the Balkan Peninsula— next to Musala in Bulgaria (9,596 feet/2,925 meters)—this mountain goes unlisted in books of the world’s highest peaks. Olympus’s height is nowhere near that of Asia’s Mount Everest, the world’s tallest mountain at 29,035 feet (8,850 meters). Even in Europe, the loftier Alps present more technically challenging climbs, especially France’s Mont Blanc, the highest peak on the continent at 15,781 feet (4,810 meters).
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Olympus, the Pantheon








Instead, any reasonably fit person can hike Mount Olympus’s many trails without special equipment. The main trail on Mount Olympus is a continuation of the E4, a long-distance hiking route specially designed to take outdoor enthusiasts through some of the most scenic remote areas of continental Europe. The final ascent from Skala peak to Mytikas, on the Kaka Skala (“Evil Staircase”) trail, is rated Class 3 on the Yosemite Decimal Scale, a climb up a steep, exposed area that requires handholds and extra safety precautions for climbers. Though this trail does not require a rope, it is also not for the faint of heart. Its steep, natural limestone staircase is surrounded by thousand-foot drops into the fog below. Perhaps because of its popularity with inexperienced climbers, Mount Olympus has the highest accident rate among Greek mountains.3
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A runner makes his way along the main trail.






Mount Olympus’s visitors represent only a tiny fraction of the over thirty million tourists that visit Greece each year. These brave campers enjoy a special glimpse at the heart of Greece’s history and culture, like a secret tucked away from the bustling cities and partying coasts. From the mountains came Greece’s ancestors: the Mycenaeans, the Macedonians, and the Balkan peoples. From the mountains come the flavors of Greece, where rosemary, oregano, and thyme grow wild and sheep and goats climb. From the mountains comes Greece’s warm and welcoming culture, a hospitality born from the need to survive. From the mountains came Greece’s independence, where freedom fighters hid from the Ottoman Empire and plotted a day when their country would be free. But most famously, from the mountains came the stories of ancient Greece, myths of heroic deeds and epic betrayals that have enchanted humankind for over 3,000 years. At the heart of these stories—at the heart of all of Greece—is Mount Olympus.
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