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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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café in Mykonos






WELCOME TO Greek Islands & Athens



10 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


GREEK ISLANDS FOR FAMILIES


CHOOSING YOUR ISLAND


BEST OF THE GREEK ISLANDS Mykonos, Santorini, and Crete


GREECE’S BEST BEACHES


Best of the Cycladics


PANIGIRIA


HIKING THROUGH THE ISLANDS


GREEK CUISINE


GREEK MYTHOLOGY




“Happy is the man, I thought, who, before dying, has the good fortune to sail the Aegean Sea.”


—Nikos Kazantzakis





There’s a winding mountain road on Karpathos that leads down to a sliver of liquid turquoise paradise, cut between two jagged rocks like a bite of an ice cream sandwich. The view itself is stunning: With each turn of the road, the browns and greens of the mountainside give way to the dazzling blues of the Aegean. The light, a hazy glow that has inspired countless artists and writers, reflects off silvery olive trees and catches the ripples of the sea. The air is satisfyingly thick and salty, and as you inhale the scent of wild sage and oregano, it feels like you are sitting, in the best way possible, inside a giant mug of tea.


Karpathos is just one of more than 6,000 Greek islands flung haphazardly across the Mediterranean like dozens of coins dropped from a great height. Each is a holistically sensual and unique experience, from the lunar dunes of Milos to the lush forests of Samothrace. You’ll find dazzling displays of earnest humanness: villages precariously carved into cliff sides where old men finger komboloi (prayer beads) and drink syrupy coffee; domed churches painted ochre; octopuses drying in the sun; and bodies of every shape and size baking under the hot sun like loaves of bread. Each of the 202 inhabited islands has its own vibe, character, landscape, and specialties.


It’s increasingly easy to travel across the Aegean and Ionian Seas. Each year, the Greek government adds new, or bolsters existing, ferry lines. Budget airlines fly regularly from European cities to Ikaria, Lesvos, and Corfu, and new eco-lodges and hotels are built every season. The Greek islands continue to inspire and delight with their beauty, and there’s never been a better time to visit.
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Chania Town, Crete






10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Finding your favorite beach.
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2 Visiting the birthplace of Apollo and Artemis at Delos Archaeological Site.
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3 Taking a boat trip around Milos.
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4 Catching a glimpse of Acropolis—especially at sunset.








[image: image]



5 Visiting Olympos village, aka the city of living folklore, on Karpathos.
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6 Sampling chilled ouzo accompanied by seafood meze at an ouzeri on Lesvos.
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7 Exploring the Sanctuary of the Great Gods on Samothrace.
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8 Losing track of time on Ikaria, a place where time itself seems to be a philosophical concept.
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9 Wandering around Chania Town, the most beautiful city on Crete.
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10 Walking through Skyros’s Hora, an endless maze of cobblestone streets and whitewashed houses.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Athens


Why go: Fantastic ruins, street art, top-notch restaurants, excellent people-watching


There’s never been a better time to visit the birthplace of Western civilization. Despite the economic crisis and the Covid-19 pandemic, the Greek spirit has persevered, and there’s an explosion of creativity, with new shops, museums, and restaurants opening at a rapid clip. Come for the old, too; no visit to Greece is complete without at least a glimpse of the marvelous Parthenon. Piraeus port is a gateway to most of the islands, and you’ll likely pass through here at some point.


Cycladic Islands


Why go: Endless turquoise seas, whitewashed villages


Santorini


Thousands of years ago, a cataclysmic volcano made Santorini what it is today: an architectural marvel of cave dwellings precariously perched on the lip of the red caldera. For romance, luxury, and truly out-of-this-world views, come to Santorini. This is an island best visited in the late fall or early spring, when the tourists have gone and you can drink in the caldera view alone. It’s one of the most crowded islands in Greece, so come in the off-season to appreciate its sensual vibe.



Mykonos



Greece’s most notorious party island is the place to come for excellent gourmet meals, endless nightlife, and fantastic music. But there’s a tranquil, authentic side to this island as well, and it has the most harmonic architecture of all the Cycladic islands. True clubbers should come in July or August; the rest of you will enjoy Mykonos in September or June. Just a boat ride away is the Delos Archaeological Site, located on an uninhabited island.
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Delos Archaeological Site near Mykonos





Folegandros


Once totally off the grid, Folegandros is becoming more touristic, but that doesn’t detract from this beautiful island’s subdued charm. Come for the beaches, the hiking, and the bougainvillea-laced towns. Its hora is one of the most beautiful in the Cyclades. It still attracts a bohemian, if well-heeled, crowd.
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cliffs behind Hora, Folegandros





Milos


With more than 70 fantastic beaches, ranging from black sand to strange white rock formations that look like a lunar landscape, Milos is a geologist’s dream island. Most of the beaches are accessible only by boat, and it’s a true pleasure to spend the day cruising around, lazily jumping into the sea.


Naxos


As soon as you arrive at the port, you’ll see the heart-stoppingly beautiful Temple of Apollo. The biggest island of the Cyclades is home to fantastic ruins, expansive sand beaches, traditional mountain villages, and some truly excellent restaurants.


Anafi


Seemingly lost in time and last on the Santorini line, tiny Anafi is the island that everyone else forgot about. All the better for you, since you can enjoy this hippie island’s pristine beaches and glorious sunsets without the crowds. There’s not much to do besides lounge and swim, usually naked, and that’s exactly the point.


Dodecanese Islands


Why go: Roman, Byzantine, and Ottoman history; adventure travel


Karpathos


Faraway Karpathos has some of the Mediterranean’s best windsurfing, and some of the Greek islands’ best-kept secret beaches. The island also has a curiously large portion of Greek-Americans, who return home every summer and have lent a decidedly American flair to the island.


Northeast Aegean Islands


Why go: Authentic experiences without the crowds, excellent seafood


Samothrace


Difficult to get to, Samothrace rewards those who make the journey with endless hiking trails full of waterfalls and natural swimming pools. The island is full of wild goats and attracts a decidedly hippie crowd, who camp in the forest and swim naked. This is an island for letting your spirit loose.


Ikaria


The delightfully endearing wacky aunt of the Greek islands, Ikaria is a magical little place. The laid-back and philosophical character of the locals is truly inspiring, and the social cohesion, excellent food, and therapeutic hot springs all contribute to one of the biggest centenarian populations in the world. Ikaria literally runs on a different time: Everything opens at night!
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Mesakti beach, Ikaria







Greek Islands for Families


When choosing an island for family travel, look for places that offer something for everyone. Your sullen teenaged son might perk up at the thought of vacation in Mykonos, but his eight-year-old sister won’t have a very fun time. In general, Greeks love children and will do their all to accommodate your pickiest eaters and most rambunctious kids.


BEST ISLANDS FOR FAMILIES


Based on my experience, Naxos is a perfect family place: There’s hiking, nightlife, beaches, museums, and plenty of tour operators providing water-sport activities. Lesvos and Lefkada also have a variety of activities for every age level and interest, from 3 to 83. Boat rides are always a good option, as are walking tours and hanging out on an organized beach where you’ll find activities to suit everyone. Another option is to choose really chill islands, like Anafi, Samothrace, or Alonissos, where you can relax, let the stress of real life melt away, and enjoy some cell phone-free quality time with your family.


TRY TO AVOID


Stay away from places that are overly crowded, like Mykonos or Santorini, as you’ll spend a lot of time standing in lines or on crowded beaches.






Lesvos



Greece’s third-largest island warrants a visit: It’s the home of both ouzo and Sappho, and boasts some stunning natural landscapes, from petrified forests to kilometer-long beaches. And let’s not forget the food, which is some of the best in Greece. Lesvos has borne the brunt of the refugee crisis, which is all the more reason to visit and support the island.


Sporades Islands


Why go: Tranquility, hiking, horses


Alonissos


Lovely Alonissos feels like a world away: Covered in vegetation, the island is a nature lover’s paradise, with fantastic beaches and plenty of hiking trails. The Alonissos Underwater Museum, which opened in 2020, lets divers access one of the biggest Classical-era shipwrecks ever found. Alonissos also has one of the most beautiful horas in the Aegean, and a relaxed, happy vibe.


Skyros


You’ll probably fall madly in love with the tiny Skyrian horses, plus the fantastic food, the strangely abandoned landscape in the south of the island, the lovely locals, the beautiful hora, and the generally off-the-beaten-path vibe of Skyros.


Ionian Islands


Why go: Stunning beaches, Italian influence, picturesque coves


Corfu


Walking around Corfu Town, you’ll be forgiven for thinking you’re in Italy. From the architecture to the food, Corfu has a strong European flair. There’s excellent cuisine, beautiful beaches, and enough museums to spend your whole vacation just looking at art.


Lefkada


One of only two islands you can drive to, Lefkada is all pine trees and winding roads, and water that might be even more beautiful than Corfu’s, but with half the crowds. Popular with Italians, Israelis, and Greek families, Lefkada has a laid-back vibe that makes it a family-friendly destination.


Crete


Why go: Tradition, mountains, beaches, food


The largest of the Greek islands, Crete is a universe unto itself. It would take a lifetime to experience everything this island has to offer. Come for the fantastic history, museums, beautifully preserved port towns, local character, and of course, the food. (Don’t tell anyone, but it’s the best in Greece.)




Choosing Your Island






















	If You Want…

	Island

	Why Go?

	Plane Access?

	Mainland Access Port/Length of Ferry Ride










	Solitude and bohemian vibes

	Skyros

	Skyros still retains an off-the-beaten-path feeling.

	yes*

	Kymi in Evia (1.5 hours)






	Anafi

	Watch sunsets that rival Santorini’s, without the crowds.

	no

	Piraeus (passing through Santorini, 9-11 hours), or direct from Santorini (1.5 hours). Also from Sytia, Crete (3.5 hours)






	Folegandros

	Hike, watch the sunset, or kick back and do nearly nothing.

	no

	Piraeus (6-10 hours)






	Hiking

	Alonissos

	Trek across a wild island teeming with wildflowers and endemic herbs.

	no

	Volos and Agios Konstantinos (3 hours), or Kymi in Evia (2.5 hours). Also from Thessaloniki during summer months (4 hours)






	Samothrace

	A mountainous interior attracts hikers, and secluded beaches are crowd-free.

	no

	Alexandroupoli (2.5 hours)






	Adventure sports

	Karpathos

	Windsurf this windy island and visit Olympos, one of Greece’s oldest villages.

	yes*

	Piraeus (20-22 hours)






	Nightlife

	Mykonos

	Go clubbing, enjoy excellent cuisine, and take a trip to Delos Archaeological Site.

	yes

	Piraeus (2.5-4.5 hours)






	Museums

	Corfu

	Visit excellent museums, preserved forts, and a harbor town that feels a little like Venice.

	yes

	Igoumenitsa (1 hour 45 minutes)






	
Ancient ruins


	Naxos

	Visit the Temple of Apollo and meander through traditional villages.

	yes*

	Piraeus (4-5 hours)






	Traditional villages

	Ikaria

	Ikaria offers a slice of authentic Greece. The island is also semi-nocturnal, thanks to a history of dodging pirate invasions.

	yes*

	Piraeus (6-8 hours)






	Romance

	Santorini

	Indulge in romance, luxury, and incredible views.

	yes

	Piraeus (4-9 hours)






	Arresting landscapes

	Milos

	Visit more than 70 beaches and marvel at the volcanic landscape.

	yes*

	Piraeus (3-7 hours)






	Cuisine

	Lesvos

	Lesvos is the home of ouzo, Sappho, and some of the best bites in Greece.

	yes

	Piraeus (10 hours)






	Crete

	Greece’s largest island boasts a varied landscape, the Palace of Knossos, and the best food in the country.

	yes

	Piraeus (9 up to 18 hours)






	A family vacation

	Lefkada

	Lefkada is laid back, easy to access, and has something for everyone.

	yes

	None (most travelers fly or drive)






	*domestic flights only

	 

	 

	 

	 













WHEN TO GO



High Season (June-August)


Summer, when temperatures (and prices!) soar, is the high season in Greece. Business is in full swing, and you’ll find everything open, usually for longer hours. Though the weather is great (28-40°C/82-104°F), the crowds can be relentless, especially in August (and particularly the middle two weeks of the month). If you’re going to travel during this time, be prepared to make plenty of reservations and wait in lots of lines, especially if you’re going to blockbuster islands like Mykonos, Santorini, or Crete.


Shoulder Season (April-May and September-October)


The months bookending the summer season (particularly May and September) are great times to visit the islands. The crowds aren’t so intense, the weather is mild but warm enough to enjoy the beaches (12-25°C/54-77°F in fall, 9-25°C/48-77°F in spring), and you’ll be able to snag reservations that would be impossible in mid-August. By October the weather has usually cooled down, but you can still swim.


Low Season (November-March)


Aside from a few islands with a substantial population and other forms of economy, you’ll find nearly everything on the islands closed. Only islands with larger populations, like Crete, Lesvos, and Corfu, have plenty of restaurants, stores, museums, etc., that stay open all year. The weather is cold and rainy (6-16°C/43-61°F), and boat services are greatly reduced, especially to the smaller islands. Some islands might be worth visiting for specific holidays. Skyros, for example, has a great festival during pre-Lent Carnival (usually in February), but try going to Anafi in November and you’ll be sorely disappointed.


BEFORE YOU GO


Passports and Visas


You’ll need a valid passport to enter Greece (or an ID card if you’re coming from another EU country). Greece is part of the Schengen zone, so Americans, Australians, Canadians, and Brits are granted three months to travel around without applying for a visa. If you wish to stay longer, you’ll need to get a six-month tourist visa from your country’s Greek embassy.


Transportation


Travel between islands is not always straightforward. In general, it is easy to travel within island groups (the Dodecanese, the Cyclades), but traveling between them almost always requires a stop in Athens (if you are flying), or through a major port like Piraeus, Iraklion, or Volos. There are no puddle-jumping planes between islands.


Air


Depending on which island you’re visiting, it can be convenient to fly directly to that island’s airport (Crete, Mykonos, Corfu) or to the Eleftherios Venizelos Airport in Athens (35 km/22 mi from the city center). From Athens you can connect to islands through the domestic airlines. Depending on which island you’re visiting, your flight from Athens will take around 45 minutes to 1 hour.


Boat


A comprehensive ferry system travels between the islands and the mainland ports.


To get to Crete, the Cycladic islands (Santorini, Mykonos, Folegandros, Milos, Naxos, Anafi), and the Dodecanese islands (Karpathos), you’ll go from Piraeus port near Athens. There are also two other ports, Rafina and Lavrio, with service to Cycladic islands.


For the Ionian island of Corfu, you will leave from Igoumenitsa port (5 hours from Athens). Lefkada is not accessible via mainland port; most travelers drive or fly to reach this destination.


To get to the Sporades island of Alonissos, you’ll need to leave from Volos (4 hours from Athens). It’s also possible to reach Alonissos from Agios Konstantinos (2 hours from Athens) and Kymi in Evia (2 hours from Athens). Skyros, another Sporades island, is only reachable from Kymi.


In terms of the northeast Aegean islands covered in this book, boats for Lesvos and Ikaria leave from Piraeus; to get to Samothrace you must fly first to Alexandroupoli in the northeast of the country.


What to Take


Greeks are a pretty chic bunch, and you’ll look out of place with rumpled shirts and cut-off jeans. Pack a few nicer summer outfits, especially if you’re spending time on Mykonos, Santorini, or Crete. Choose breathable fabrics like linen and cotton, and pack at least one pair of sandals and one pair of sturdy shoes for walking. Women should bring a modest outfit that covers the knees, shoulders, and chest for visiting churches.


If you’re going to do a lot of walking or hiking, bring hiking shoes, a hat, and a couple of pairs of socks. You can buy granola bars and water bottles in Greece. Most of the islands don’t have drinkable tap water, so it won’t help to bring a reusable water bottle unless it has a water filter. If you want to cut down on plastic waste, bring a reusable water bottle that can filter water.


You can buy snorkel gear, like masks and flippers, on the spot (a snorkel mask costs about €10), but it’s useful to bring your own beach towel. Most accommodations have towels, but they don’t always have towels specifically for the beach, and you might be charged if you forget to bring it back to the hotel. You’ll want to bring a phone charger, power adapter, credit and debit cards, and your driving license if you’re planning on renting a vehicle. Outlets take either Type C 220V/50Hz or Type F 230V/50Hz standard European plugs (two round prongs). Get an electronic converter that adapts to both for any devices that are not dual voltage.


If you’re prone to seasickness, it’s a good idea to bring some medicine, as well as mosquito repellent and plenty of sunscreen. Add a hat and some sunglasses and you’re good to go.
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BEST OF THE GREEK ISLANDS Mykonos, Santorini, and Crete


The blockbuster Greek islands are famous for a reason. There’s truly nowhere like Santorini—the red- and ochre-layered caldera emerging from the sea, with its tumbling sugar cube houses perched on the rocky lip, is a sight to behold. Mykonos is the island that put Greek tourism on the map; a visit here is akin to a hedonistic pilgrimage. Crete, the largest of the Greek islands, is like a small nation unto itself, with a wealth of history, archaeology, beaches, mountains, and some of the best food in the whole country.


You can get by renting a scooter in Mykonos and Santorini or sticking to taxis, but you’ll definitely want to rent a car in Crete.


Days 1-2: Athens


Don’t rush through Athens. Take at least two days to visit the Acropolis Museum and wander along the ruins of the Acropolis, listening to street musicians and the rustling of the ancient silver olive trees. Pack a lunch picnic (or just a bottle of wine) to enjoy at sunset on the Filopappou (Hill of Muses). Explore off-the-beaten path, alternative neighborhoods like Exarchia. Don’t miss lunch at the underground tavern Diporto, just a stone’s throw from the Central Market.


Day 3: Mykonos


Catch the ferry from Piraeus to Mykonos (4 hours) and check into your hotel. I would avoid staying inside Hora, which can be quite loud, and opt for a centrally located but quiet spot on the southern coast, like Salty Houses along Kalo Livadi Bay. If you’re here to experience the nightlife, spend the afternoon at Paradiso beach, where the party atmosphere begins early in the day and ends very late into the night. Make sure to fuel up before dancing. Mykonos has a lot of fine-dining options; for a meal to remember, tuck into a four-course dinner at Bill & Coo. If you aren’t up for partying, shops in Hora stay open until 1am, and it’s fun to window-shop along the fashion-packed cobblestone streets.


Day 4: Mykonos


Spend the morning relaxing before heading to Delos from Mykonos port around lunchtime to walk through one of the most important ruins of ancient Greece. Have a traditional meal at Eva’s Garden before ending the evening with a drink at Jackie O.


Day 5: Mykonos to Santorini


There’s nothing like seeing Santorini emerge from the sea. Grab one of the earlier morning ferries; in 2 hours you’ll be in Santorini. Check into your hotel in Oia and spend the afternoon wandering around the town, making sure to stop in Atlantis Books for a local Santorinian experience. Walk down the 200 steps to the tiny fishing village of Ammoudi just below Oia—it’s a cute spot to catch the sunset. There are no caldera views at Meze Meze, but it is one of the better restaurants in town; head there for dinner.


Day 6: Santorini


Get up very early to catch the sunrise in Oia—there are no crowds in the morning, so you’ll be able to savor the pink sky without hordes of tourists. Go back to your hotel for a morning nap and breakfast, before heading out to Exo Gonia for a wine tasting. You’ll be able to visit Artemis Karamolegos, Gaia Wines, and Estate Argyros all in one afternoon. Have dinner at nearby Metaxi Mas.


Day 7: Santorini


After a leisurely morning, drive about 30 minutes from Oia to explore the southern coast of Santorini, where black-and-red-sand beaches dot the slightly less touristy coastline. If you’re not in the mood for the beach, you’re very close to the ruins of Ancient Akrotiri. Make sure to visit the Tomato Industrial Museum and Santorini Arts Factory, and have dinner at the cliff-perched seafood restaurant To Psaraki.


Day 8: Santorini to Crete


Leave Santorini in the mid-morning so there’s time to enjoy one final caldera-view breakfast, and catch the ferry to Chania (2 hours). Spend the day wandering around the charming Topanas Quarter, and pop into the Chania Archaeological Museum for an hour-long tour. Have a delicious dinner at the waterside Salis. If you still have energy, have a nightcap with the locals at Vazaki Bar.


Day 9: Crete


Get an early start to beat the crowds and head to Balos beach, a pink-sand beach about an hour from Chania that remains one of the most unique (thanks to its pink sand) beaches in the Mediterranean. It’s a bit of a hike down, so dress appropriately and pack lots of snacks. For dinner, brave the drive up into the mountains for an incredible, fire-cooked meal at Dounias (about a 1-hour drive from Chania).
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Balos beach, Crete





Day 10: Crete to Athens


Have brunch at Ginger Concept before boarding your flight back to Athens (1.5 hours).




TOP EXPERIENCE


Greece’s Best Beaches


You’re here for the sand and waves, aren’t you? Here’s a roundup of Greece’s most picturesque coastlines, from the Ionian to the Aegean:


BEST PARTY BEACH


• Super Paradise, Mykonos: Don’t come here to relax. This is a beach to see and be seen, and to party a lot thanks to the mega clubs and bars that line it.


BEST HIPPIE PARADISE


• Megalos Roukounas, Anafi: This long stretch of sand turns into a bohemian paradise each summer, with plenty of free campers and nudists running about.


BEST WINDSURFING BEACH


• Devil’s Bay, Karpathos: All the professional windsurfers head to this windy cove to skim along the waves. If you can’t join ’em, admire ’em. It looks like they’re flying.


BEST SECRET COVES


• Alyko beach, Naxos: This beautiful long sandy beach in Naxos has plenty of secret spots thanks to the dozens of coves that cut through the beach, plus an abandoned hotel that’s now covered in artwork.


BLUEST WATER


• Porto Katsiki, Lefkada: For impossibly blue waters—seriously, it’s like Mother Nature just made up a brand-new color—make a beeline to Porto Katsiki.


• Egremni, Lefkada: Accessible only by boat, this is the only other beach that gives Porto Katsiki a run for its money in terms of blue hues. Stretch out along 2.5 km (1.5 mi) of white sand and just drink in the scenery.


MOST UNIQUE


• Balos, Crete: There are too many beautiful beaches in Crete, but the geographical wonder of Balos Bay—pink sand, impossibly turquoise water—might just be the most spectacular. Come super early in the morning to beat the crowds.


• Sarakiniko beach, Milos: Comprising salt-eroded volcanic rock, this beach makes you feel like you’re walking on the moon.
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Best of the Cycladics


If I can only give you one tip, it’s this: I know how tempting it is to cram as much as you possibly can into a trip to a foreign country, but I really urge you not to when it comes to the islands. You could spend one day on each island, but you will be exhausted and burnt out (and possibly sunburned) by the end of it. Instead, choose one island per 3-5 days, depending on its size, and depending on how relaxed you want to be.


Ten days is enough time to get a mix of both high-end and more tranquil islands. Your first stop is Naxos, the largest of the Cycladic islands, before heading to Folegandros for a relaxing, sun-soaked time. From there, catch a ferry to Milos, for the Cycladic’s most impressive beaches.


In Naxos and Milos, I recommend renting a car. You can get around on foot (with the occasional taxi or better yet, scooter) in Folegandros. In the summer, there are daily ferries between these islands.


Day 1: Naxos


Take the earliest possible ferry from Piraeus port (10 km/6 mi southwest of central Athens; easily accessed via metro from Athens, but arrive early to avoid missing your boat!). You’ll arrive a few hours later in fertile Naxos, the largest of the Cycladic islands. Visit the Temple of Apollo and go have lunch at Meze*2. Spend an hour or two walking around Hora and up in the Kastro. Eat dinner at Axiotissa, the best restaurant on an island full of amazing food.


Day 2: Naxos


Get the blood pumping with an early morning hike through Mount Zas’s 5-km (3-mi) loop from Arai Spring. The first half is well-marked; beyond the cave you’ll just follow the beaten footpath. Then, drive over to the cozy seaside village of Moutsouna for a grilled fish lunch. Head back to the west coast and spend a relaxing afternoon by the sea at Agios Prokopios.


Day 3: Naxos


Devote a day to exploring the mountainous interior of the island, where charming traditional villages dot the landscape and the view. As you drive up increasingly winding roads, the scenery becomes more and more breathtaking. A good trip is to go from Sangri to Halki (you must try the custard pie from To Spitiko Galaktoboureko) to Apiranthos, before stopping in Koronos for a very late lunch at Matina & Stavros Taverna. Consult the map beforehand; the most circuitous route is often the safest and best-paved road to travel.


Day 4: Naxos to Folegandros


Spend the morning relaxing on Alyko beach and exploring the many coves. In the late afternoon, take the ferry to Folegandros (2.5 hours). You’ll arrive just in time for dinner in Hora before checking into your hotel.


Day 5: Folegandros


Book a boat tour leaving Karavostasis at 11am to explore some of Folegandros’s secret swimming spots, including Katergo beach. You’ll be back in time to head to the Hora and climb to the top of the Church of Panagia. Try to time it just as the sun is setting. If you’re in the mood for a nightcap, stop by BaRaki for a drink.


Day 6: Folegandros


Spend the morning sunning and swimming at Galifos beach (arrive early to beat the crowds). Then, head to Ano Meria to lunch at Irini’s Restaurant, the most cinematic on the whole island. Spend the rest of the day exploring the beaches in the area—or, if you’re feeling energized, opt for the 5.5-km (3.4-mi) hike from the village to Aspropounta Lighthouse.


Day 7: Folegandros to Milos


Go for one final swim in Folegandros before hopping on the ferry to Milos (1.5-2 hours). Drop off your things and check into your hotel in Pollonia. Spend the late afternoon exploring the picturesque village of Plaka (make sure to catch the sunset from here).


Day 8: Milos


Board a boat trip around Milos (gyros tis Milos), leaving from Adamas port around 10am. You’ll spend the day jumping off the boat into clear waters, sailing past picture-perfect Klima, and swimming in secret coves. You’re back on dry land in time for dinner at the fantastic O! Hamos near the port.


Day 9: Milos


Milos’s moonlike beach, Sarakiniko, a 15-minute drive from Pollonia, is best enjoyed in the early morning before the tourists descend on its lunar surface. Spend a few hours here exploring the strange landscape before heading to the island’s western coast (the most unexplored and, thus, most interesting). Spend the afternoon relaxing at Triades beach, located on the remote western part of the island down an unpaved road. (It’ll take you more than an hour to drive here from Plaka.) Drive back toward Empourios to enjoy a dinner at one of the best tavernas on the island, Empourio.
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Sarakiniko beach





Day 10: Milos to Athens


The ferry back to Athens will take about 4 hours, so load up on snacks from Mouratos Art of Bakery before boarding.




Panigiria


During the summer months, islands host panigiria (singular: panigiri), or traditional festivals that celebrate the island’s main saint. Villagers gather together, bolstered by good food, alcohol, and music, to celebrate all day and night. Religious in principle, panigiria are usually nothing of the sort in practice. Karpathos and Ikaria have some of the most impressive panigiria, which are open to the public. If you go, keep an open mind and prepare to dance; it’s likely that someone will grab your hand and force you into a circle. Don’t worry about perfecting the steps; just do your best to follow along. You’ll be lauded for trying.


Note that because of Covid-19, many panigiria were either canceled or greatly minimized. Check with the local island tourist office to make sure they are still happening, and observe safety protocols.


PANIGIRIA ON IKARIA


Some of Greece’s wildest panigiria occur on this island, taking place in summer on June 24, June 29, July 1, July 17, July 27, August 6, August 15-20, and September 17. The most raucous panigiria take place in the village of Raches, including the town’s biggest, the Metamorfosi tou Sotiros (Transfiguration of the Savior) on August 6.


PANIGIRIA ON KARPATHOS


The can’t-miss village of Olympos hosts its most important panigiri on August 29. Meanwhile, the village of Vroukounda hosts its own August 28-30. The latter is totally unique in Greece, hosted in a cave till the party moves on to the beach. Bring a sleeping bag and camp out with the locals.


There’s also a big panigiri in the village of Menetes every August 15.


OTHER ISLANDS


Ikaria and Karpathos may have the wildest panigiria, but all the other islands have their own celebrations as well. Every church or village that you come across bears a saint’s name, and most of them will have a celebration on the Feast Day of that particular saint. August 15 is a particularly important day in Greece (second only to Easter and Christmas) as it is the day of the Dormition of the Virgin Mary.


• Naxos: August 15; village of Filoti


• Lesvos: August 15; Petra’s Panagia Glykofilousa


• Corfu: August 15; town of Kassiopi


• Crete: August 15; Vamos village


• Santorini: October 20; village of Finikia







Hiking Through the Islands


Local islands are cleaning up their hiking trails, and there’s never been a better time to walk through the islands. Depending on what island and trail you choose, you’ll stumble upon ruins, coastal views, and endemic plants.


SAMARIA GORGE, CRETE


16 km (10 mi) one-way


Walk through a wildflower-covered gorge that ends with a dip in the sea.


CORFU TRAIL, CORFU


150-km (93-mi) loop; can be hiked in sections


Hike through well-marked paths on this intense route that circles all of Corfu, passing through villages, across streams, and through forests.


MOUNT ZAS, NAXOS


5-km (3-mi) loop


Scale the mountain where it’s said Zeus was born. The views will make you feel as though you’re floating above Naxos.


FONIAS RIVER, SAMOTHRACE


5 km (3 mi) one-way


Trek along a river to a large pool (perfect for a dip) and waterfall.


FOLEGANDROS’S NORTHWEST COAST


Three separate trails (2-5.5 km/1.2-3.4 mi each) lead across the northwest coast of Folegandros, which is populated by only a few homes and farms. Depending on which trail you choose, you can access churches, a lighthouse, or hidden beaches and coves.


ALONISSOS


This herb-scented island is basically a walker’s paradise. Start off with the small walk between the port and Palio Alonissos; at the end of your hike you can reward yourself with a slice of cake from Hayiati.







Greek Cuisine


Greece is the only country I know of where people can talk about food for hours—I mean that literally. I’ll often overhear my husband or close friends on the telephone recounting in exquisite detail the merits of one recipe for stuffed vegetables over another, or the precise taste of a Cretan tomato.


Greek cuisine focuses on simple, fresh ingredients, and slow-cooked foods preserved with olive oil. Common ingredients include olives, dairy (from goat, sheep, and cow’s milk), whole grains, seasonal vegetables and fruit, fresh herbs and wild greens, fish, and meat (including goat, lamb, and beef). You’ll notice plenty of similarities with Turkish food, particularly in the Dodecanese and northern Aegean islands. The Ionian islands are more influenced by Italy. Though you’ll be tempted to taste many creative twists on food, don’t forget that the national dish of Greece is bean soup, and therein lies a perfect truth: The simplest food is often the best.


MEZE AND SALADS


Most restaurants offer a selection of meze to start your meal; if you go to a tsipuradiko or ouzeri, you’ll be served meze along with your drinks. It is also common to eat cheese at the start of the meal in Greece.


• Tzatziki: This dip made of strained yogurt, cucumber, and salt is usually served alongside fried vegetables or patties. (It’s rare to order tzatziki alone to eat on bread; only tourists do this!)


• Fava: Pureed fava beans are often served with caramelized onions. Santorini is famous for having the best fava beans.


• Dakos: Dried barley rusks are served with raw vegetables and olive oil.


• Saganaki: This fried cheese is often served with a savory marmalade.


• Horiatiki salad: Also known as Greek salad, this is a simple combination of peppers, cucumbers, onions, tomatoes, olive oil, and olives (no lettuce!), served with a slice of feta cheese.


SEAFOOD


• Calamari: This is squid, either fried or grilled; you’ll sometimes find it stuffed.


• Baccalaro: Salty cod is usually served with potatoes and a pungent garlic sauce.


BAKED DISHES


• Yemista: In this dish, seasonal vegetables are stuffed with a mixture of rice and meat, sometimes served with avgolemono (an egg-and-lemon sauce that’s similar to hollandaise).


• Moussaka: This is a layered vegetable dish with meat, eggplant, potatoes, tomato, and bechamel sauce.


• Pastitsio: Like Greek lasagna: This baked pasta dish is made of ground beef, long hollow noodles, bechamel sauce, and cheese.


• Gigandes: “Giant” beans are baked in a tomato sauce with herbs.


• Spanakorizo: A great vegetarian option, this is a mixture of rice, spinach, herbs, and lemon.


MEAT


You’ll find plenty of baked and grilled options for meat, including:


• Souvlaki: These grilled skewers of meat are usually made with pork, though you’ll also find chicken, beef, or lamb versions.


• Soutzoukakia: Spicy meatballs are served in tomato sauce.


• Giovetsi: In this dish, lamb is cooked in a clay pot.


• Gyros: Meat, usually pork (but sometimes beef or chicken, or a combination), is cooked on a rotating spit, then sliced and eaten in sandwiches with pita bread and vegetables.


SWEETS


Greeks love their sweets, and you’ll see plenty of pastry shops and bakeries dotting the islands. Fruit is often served at the end of meals, or strained yogurt with walnuts and honey, but there will always be other dessert options, too.


• Baklava: This dessert is made of phyllo pastry swimming in honey and nuts (pistachio is considered the best).


• Loukoumades: Fried donuts are served with powdered sugar, honey, or Nutella.


• Galaktoboureko: This custard pie is made with phyllo and is often drizzled with an orange or lemon sauce.


• Halva: There are two types of halva in Greece: the dense confection made of tahini and sugar or honey and flavored with chocolate, vanilla, nuts, or dried fruit; and the cake halva, made of semolina flour. If it’s being offered at a restaurant for dessert, it’s probably the latter.







IN THE SPOTLIGHT


Greek Mythology


Daily life in ancient Greece was structured around the worship of 12 central gods and goddesses, the integral figures in mythos (mythology), as well as an endless number of nymphs, mythical creatures, and others who were to be pleased or avoided. At that time Greeks believed their dues would come in this life, and the relationship between deities and mortals was based on gift-giving. The gods lived on Mount Olympus, though they could also walk among the plebeians, usually wreaking havoc. Zeus ruled Olympus, and his siblings Poseidon, Hera, Demeter, and Hestia were given other realms to control, along with his children Athena, Apollo, Artemis, Ares, Aphrodite, Hephaestus, Hermes, and Dionysus.


One of the most fascinating things about the gods is just how human they seem. All those human characteristics that seem beyond the gods—bitterness, jealousy, shallowness—feature prominently in Greek mythology, and indeed are the driving forces for a lot of the tensions and tantrums between the gods. (“Who is the nicest Greek god” is one of the top Greek mythology–related questions on Google. The answer: none.) We can find a lot of ourselves in the myths around the gods; indeed, Sigmund Freud built a lasting reputation after concluding that the story of Oedipus and his mother was an expression of our psycho-sexual development as a child. Of course, immortality and impunity are what separates the humans from the gods.


Though worshipping the Greek gods may seem like a thing relegated to the past, there is a small community of modern Greeks who continue the Hellenistic practice of their ancestors. Only recognized as an official religion in 2018 after decades of discrimination in Christian Greece, the Supreme Council of Ethnikoi Hellenes has about 2,000 worshippers, with a temple in an old office building in downtown Athens. They regularly gather to pray in ancient Greek, dress in robes, and perform ceremonies.


The Gods


There are hundreds of Greek gods, ruled by the 12 Olympians and Hades of the Underworld. In addition, you’ll come across a countless number of nymphs, half-gods, smaller gods, and more. Here are some worth knowing:


• Zeus: King of the Gods and ruler of Mount Olympus. In Athens, check out the Temple of Olympian Zeus.


• Hera: Queen of the Gods and wife of Zeus.


• Poseidon: God of the sea. The Temple of Poseidon is located in Sounio, an hour’s drive from Athens.


• Demeter: Goddess of harvest and agriculture. In Naxos, you’ll find the Sanctuary of Demeter.


• Athena: Goddess of wisdom and warfare. The Temple to Athena is located in the Acropolis.


• Apollo: God of light and sun, philosophy, music, and healing. In Naxos you’ll find the arresting Temple of Apollo.


• Aphrodite: Goddess of love, fertility, and beauty. In Milos you’ll find a replica of the Venus de Milo.


• Dionysus: The youngest god, in charge of wine, festivity, and madness. In Ikaria, you’ll find homages to him everywhere.


The Sites


History and archaeology buffs will have a field day in Greece (pun intended). Although nearly all the islands have some sort of ruins and museums, Samothrace, Crete, and Delos (accessible from both Mykonos and Naxos) have particularly fabulous places to visit. Download Topos Text to your phone, which has geolocated more than 5,000 ancient ruins across Greece, and complements them with excerpts of ancient texts.


Palace of Knossos, Crete


The best preserved of the Minoan palaces, the Palace of Knossos is a testament to the ferocious strength and power of the mysterious Minoan civilization.


Delos Archaeological Site, Delos


This uninhabited island (accessible by way of Mykonos) was a sacred place for ancient Greeks, and is one of the most important Panhellenic sanctuaries. Walk around temples, theaters, former houses, and truly magnificent mosaics.


Temple of Apollo, Naxos


The huge marble gate—actually an unfinished temple dedicated to Apollo—is one of the most arresting sights in Greece, and the first thing you’ll see as your ferry boat docks in Naxos.


Sanctuary of the Great Gods, Samothrace


Feel the energy at this mysterious temple complex dating back to the 7th century BCE. The site was used to worship the “Great Gods,” but the true meaning behind the place still has archaeologists scratching their heads.


Parthenon, Athens


One of the most awe-inspiring places in Western civilization, the Parthenon, still stands in all its glory above Acropolis.
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Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Acropolis: The most iconic archaeological site in Western civilization is even more impressive in person (click here).


S Acropolis Museum: Adjacent to the ruins, the newly refurbished Acropolis Museum houses archaeological findings from the Acropolis in a sleek, modern building (click here).
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S Anafiotika: Beat the crowds in Plaka by heading to this neighborhood right above it, which feels like a Greek island town in the middle of the city (click here).


S Museum of Cycladic Art: Picasso himself was so inspired by the minimal Cycladic statues that most of his modern oeuvre is based on these simple lines. Check out the fantastic collection for yourself (click here).


S Islamic Art Museum: After checking out the fabulous collection of Islamic art, head to the rooftop café. It’s the most beautiful in Athens (click here).


S National Archaeological Museum: Peruse the world’s most impressive collection of Greek antiquities (click here).


S Exarchia Farmers Market: Buy fresh fruits and vegetables at Athens’s best farmers market, held every Saturday. Produce is seasonal, and if you come in August, you’ll taste the best figs of your life (click here).


S People-Watching in Koukaki: The charming residential neighborhood of Koukaki, in the shadow of Acropolis, is a must for people-watching—and the shaded tree-lined garden at Little Tree Books & Coffee is the best spot to do so (click here).


S Exarchia: Café by day, bar by night, Luxus Cocktail Bar is a good anchor for exploring Exarchia, Athens’s most alternative neighborhood, which is known for its literary and political scene (click here).





Athens (pop. 5 million) has long been defined by its ancient past. Here, after all, is the birthplace of democracy, a seaside capital where sun-bleached relics like the Parthenon, Hadrian’s Arch, and the Ancient Agora continue to stand. After the ancient Greek empire fell, Athens was reduced to a pastoral village, which it remained until its establishment as modern Greece’s capital in the 1800s.


Today’s Athens would be completely foreign to Aristotle and Plato, though they would still recognize the Parthenon, which, particularly when lit up at night, is an incredible sight to see. The city is a modern mash of contradictions, with neoclassical buildings next to 1960s high rises (called polikatikio), and contemporary art galleries buttressed by stone ruins. Recent economic problems have had a destabilizing effect on Athens, and thousands of people have left in search of other opportunities. But Athens can never be fully beaten down, and it is now indeed on the rise: New museums and cultural centers, including the wonderful Stavros Niarchos Foundation Cultural Center, have been built; the bohemian set has returned to create community projects, fusion restaurants, and art spaces; and immigrants from across Africa, the Middle East, and Asia have breathed new life into forgotten neighborhoods.
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Orientation and Planning


NEIGHBORHOODS


Central Athens


Syntagma


Syntagma is the beating heart of Athens—or perhaps more accurately, its brain. The main square of Syntagma is home to the Parliament, where ministers pour in and out during weekdays and crowds gather to protest during particularly fiery moments of social upheaval. The joke in Athens is that all roads lead to Syntagma, which is sort of true. You’ll most likely pass here at some point, either taking the shopping pedestrian road of Ermou down to Monastiraki and Plaka, or to eat at one of the restaurants in the area. Some of Athens’s best hotels are located here, but like the center of any metropolis, it doesn’t have much of a neighborhood vibe.


Plaka and Acropolis


The neighborhood of Plaka is considered the first neighborhood in modern Athens. Built under the shadow of Acropolis (the rock on which the Parthenon sits), it is the most touristic part of Athens and is unmissable for any visitor to the city. Plaka has that quintessential Greek look so many tourists are after (bougainvillea, narrow roads), and although there are gems to be found, it’s really jam-packed with tourists in the summer.


Monastiraki


Monastiraki, to the north of Plaka, is a bit more edgy, with plenty of bars and restaurants and a nice flea market.


Koukaki


Koukaki, located south of Acropolis, is a mostly residential neighborhood that in recent years has become increasingly hip; there are great restaurants, cafés, and shops, all within spitting distance of Acropolis but with a lot fewer tourists.


Kolonaki


Considered the most aristocratic of Athens’s downtown neighborhoods, Kolonaki (“little column” in Greek) is located on the slopes of Mount Lycabettus, east of Syntagma, and attracts a who’s who of Athenians. There’s a mix of neoclassical and modern buildings, the cute Kolonaki Square, and a number of important museums.


Psyrri and Omonia


Psyrri centers on Iroon Square and is another vibrant and colorful neighborhood, though with less of a political slant. There’s a lot of really good street art around Psyrri, especially along Louka Nika Street, and there are some cool bars, restaurants, shops, and cafés. Omonia can get a bit dodgy by night, and there’s a decent amount of pickpocketing in the area; watch out.



Exarchia



In the north part of Athens you’ll find the central roundabout of Omonia Square, which acts as a de facto walking bridge between the neighborhoods of Psyrri and Exarchia. Exarchia has a certain kind of grittiness that has caused the US State Department to put out a travel alert on the neighborhood. That’s total hogwash; Exarchia is a fantastic alternative neighborhood that’s staunchly anti-fascist, and it remains a beacon for artists, poets, and leftists (and anarchists). It’s full of bookstores, cafés, record shops, and vintage stores, and there’s an excellent farmers market on Saturdays. Demonstrations between protestors and police happen with semi-regularity, but the only big days to watch out for are November 17 (anniversary of Athens Polytechnic uprising) and December 6 (anniversary of the murder of 15-year-old Alexandros Grigoropoulos by police).


Pangrati and Mets


Located behind the National Garden, Pangrati and Mets are two residential neighborhoods that are rapidly becoming known for their slightly Brooklyn-ish, slightly Parisian vibe, while remaining quintessentially Athenian. These two spots are among my favorites in Athens: tranquil, full of locals, with plenty of quirky architectural details. There are lots of good restaurants and bars around here as well, plus a growing number of design shops and clothing stores.


Gazi, Kerameikos, and Thisseio (West Athens)


To the west of the city center you’ll find the industrial area of Gazi: The name comes from the gas work companies that were here. These days, it’s a trendy neighborhood with great cafés, bars, and a lively arts and music scene. Kerameikos, Metaxourgeio, and Thisseio all buttress Gazi and have also been undergoing their own gentrified renaissance. Note that Athenians don’t refer to this part of the city as “west Athens,” so when hailing a cab or asking for directions, make sure to emphasize the neighborhood.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Most visitors heading to the Greek islands tack on Athens as a one-day bookend to their ferry trips. How wrong they are. Athens is a truly fantastic city, but if you want to get to know it outside of its major tourist sites, you’ll want to spend at least three or four days here. You’ll need a full day to visit Acropolis and see some museums, but the real joy of Athens comes from walking around its neighborhoods, sitting in cafés and people-watching, soaking up the art that’s around every corner, and scratching just a little bit below the Parthenon surface.


INFORMATION AND SERVICES


There are plenty of bank branches and ATMs around central Athens. Note that ATM fees start at around €2.50. The National Bank of Greece (Karageorgi Servias at Stadiou, Syntagma; tel. 210 484 8484) has a 24-hour automated exchange machine. Capital controls imposed during the financial crisis have since been lifted, and lines are usually pretty short.


The central post office is near Omonia (Eolou 100; tel. 210 321 6024; Mon.-Fri. 7:30am-2:45pm), and there’s another one in Syntagma, though it’s always crowded and understaffed, and the underpaid postal workers are usually grumpy (Syntagma Square; tel. 210 324 5970; Mon.-Fri. 7:30am-8:30pm).


Pharmacies are a dime a dozen; there seems to be one on each corner. Public hospitals in Greece will treat you with or without insurance (if you don’t have the Greek insurance AMKA or European public health insurance, you will have to pay, but fees are much, much cheaper than in the United States), and the central clinic is open 24/7 (Asklipiou 31; tel. 210 367 4000).


The information office of the National Tourism Organization (Dionysiou Areopagitou 18-20; tel. 210 331 0529; www.visitgreece.gr) has knowledgeable staff, free brochures, and maps of the city.


SAFETY


The emergency number for police is 100. There are two main police buildings in Ambelokipi (Leof. Alexandras 173; tel. 210 647 6000; www.astynomia.gr) and Syntagma (tel. 210 725 7001). Tourist police are located in Koukaki (Andrea Sygrou 83; tel. 210 322 2230 for office, 1571 for 24/7 service; daily 7:30am-10pm). However, police in Athens are a mixed bag, and the riot police have a particularly bad reputation. Though they can sometimes be helpful, they’ve been accused of colluding with the Nazi-party Golden Dawn, and are not always helpful, even in extreme circumstances. I met one man outside the American Embassy who had been attacked in plain sight of five police officers; despite his screams for help, they didn’t lift a finger. Tourist police are better equipped to deal with issues immediately pertaining to foreign tourists (lost passports, for example).


That said, Athens is a generally safe city, though some areas are definitely worth avoiding, especially at night, like the backstreets of Omonia. As in any big capital city, visitors should exercise caution. The sexual harassment is on par with the rest of Europe: existent, annoying, but generally not physically harmful. LGBTQ+ travelers are mostly safe in central Athens, especially in LGBTQ-friendly neighborhoods like Exarchia and Gazi. Hate crimes against immigrants have unfortunately been increasing, and though tourists haven’t been attacked, be cautious, especially if you find yourself suddenly near a far-right protest.
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Itinerary Ideas


I like to walk through Athens, and aside from one suggestion to take a taxi, this itinerary has been designed with a good pair of sneakers in mind.


DAY ONE: ACROPOLIS, KOUKAKI, PLAKA, AND SYNTAGMA


1 You’re probably staying downtown on your first night in Athens, so Acropolis is in walking distance. Hit it first thing in the morning, in an attempt to beat the crowds. You’ll spend at least an hour and a half here.


2 Fuel up with coffee and a pastry from Little Tree Books & Coffee, conveniently located near the Acropolis Museum.


3 Spend an hour examining artifacts from the Acropolis’s slopes at the Acropolis Museum.


4 Go for a stroll through Plaka and Anafiotika before walking toward the Central Market.


5 Have lunch at Diporto for a classic Greek experience.


6 Spend the afternoon strolling around Monastiraki, walking through the flea market and admiring the antique furniture.


7 Head to Syntagma for pre-dinner drinks at Heteroclito.


8 It’s a short walk to Zisis, Fish in a Cone, where you can tuck into a delicious seafood dinner (or, grab a to-go cone of fried calamari and wander around the neighborhood, catching glimpses of the lit-up Parthenon).


9 Catch the changing of the guards (every hour, on the hour, daily) in front of the Parliament. My favorite time to watch them is late at night; you’ll likely be the sole spectator for the event.


DAY TWO: EXARCHIA, KOLONAKI, PANGRATI, AND METS


1 Grab a morning coffee in Exarchia at Luxus Cocktail Bar, and stroll through this alternative neighborhood’s art-covered streets full of bookstores and cafés.


2 Walk to the National Archaeological Museum, where you’ll likely spend a few hours drinking in the fabulous collection.


3 Have a quick but delicious lunch at Prigkipas, my favorite restaurant in Exarchia.


4 Take a walk through Kolonaki. If there’s an exhibit at the Museum of Cycladic Art, drop in.


5 You’ve done enough sightseeing for the day, so grab a taxi to the hip residential area of Pangrati and Mets for a leisurely walk among locals. Have a treat at Ohh Boy.


6 Walk off your treat at the Panathenaic Stadium.


7 For dinner, I humbly suggest my favorite no-frills taverna, Olympion.


8 Drinks at Odeon should definitely follow.



Sights



If you’re going to be in Athens for several days and want to do a lot of sightseeing, consider buying the Athens City Pass (€85 for five days or €35-60 for one day), which provides entry to the Acropolis, the Ancient Agora, Hadrian’s Library, the Temple of Olympian Zeus, the Roman Agora, and more. It can be bought at any of the listed sights.
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Note that all archaeological sites in Athens have two seasons, November-March (winter) and April-October (summer). The last entrance for all sites as well as public museums is 30 minutes before closing. They all provide discounted tickets for Greek or EU students, patrons with disabilities, and people over 65. To check the most up-to-date info on public cultural sites and museums, visit http://odysseus.culture.gr.


SYNTAGMA


Syntagma Square


Plateia Syntagmatos; free


This is the main square of Athens. Here you’ll find the Parliament, where the constitution was granted in 1843 (Syntagma means “constitution” in Greek). There are a couple of cafés lining the square and a fountain in the center. Politics are still present today; this is often a main point for protests and demonstrations. In fact, the best way to experience the square would be during one of the protests (democracy in action!), which happen with semi-regularity. Otherwise, I suggest walking the perimeter of the square, stopping at the changing of the guards in front of Parliament.
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changing of the guards outside Parliament





Changing of the Guards


Plateia Syntagmatos; free


Every hour, on the hour, of every day—even at 3am on Tuesday—the fantastically costumed evzones (guards) perform an elaborate changing-of-guards ritual in front of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, which honors any Greek soldier that was ever killed in any Greek war. On Sundays at 11am, the affair is elevated to a whole marching platoon, accompanied by a band.


There’s always a crush of tourists (and pigeons) viewing the changing of the guards. For a more intimate experience head down toward the Presidential Palace behind the National Garden. Located on a quiet residential street, the “palace” (it’s really more of a townhouse) is guarded by evzones who still perform the hourly exchange. Note that these are the most respected soldiers in Greece, and you can’t get too close to them; if you do, they’ll bang their Ottoman-era rifles against the ground as a warning.


National Garden


Leoforos Vasilissis Sofias and Leoforos Vasilissis Amalias; daily 6am-dusk; free


Greece used to be a monarchy, and in 1838, Queen Amalia designed these lovely royal gardens as a leafy repose. Apparently, Amalia was so enthralled with her slice of greenery she spent up to 3 hours a day tending to the plants. No need to be royalty to visit now; it’s a pleasure to stroll through the gardens. There’s a café and playground as well as a small “zoo” (there are just a handful of animals, but it’s enough to satisfy a child). In addition to the Presidential Palace entrance, there’s another one next to the Parliament, so after the changing of the guards, you can easily enter the garden. The gardens surround Zappeion Palace, built in 1870 and now open to the public with occasional concerts and performances.


PLAKA AND ACROPOLIS



S Acropolis



Tel. 210 321 4172; Apr.-Oct. daily 8am-8pm, Nov.-Mar. daily 8am-5pm, last entry 30 minutes before closing; €30


The heartbeat of Athens—and, some would argue, all of Western civilization—is even more stunning in person than in photos. What personally touches me about Acropolis is the indelible energy of the place: Despite the hordes of tourists, it’s a truly spiritual spot that has contributed so much to Western civilization and culture.



History



During the Neolithic Period (4000-3000 BCE), the first people inhabited Acropolis, but the earliest temples, devoted to the goddess Athena, weren’t built until the 8th century BCE. Though Acropolis now seems like a holy place, people actually lived here until 510 BCE, when a Delphic oracle declared the area fit only for the gods. Bad times followed: Acropolis was completely razed by the Persian army in 480 BCE. It was later rebuilt by Pericles, whose ambitious construction program transformed Acropolis into a city of temples. Acropolis went through periods of peace, but it also had to withstand occupying armies, poor renovations, pilfering by archaeologists, acid rain and pollution, plus one particularly terrible incident in 1687, when the Venetian army opened fire on Acropolis, causing an explosion in the Parthenon where the Ottoman army had, most unfortunately, been storing their gunpowder.


My favorite fact about Acropolis is a modern one: During World War II, the occupying German army placed a Nazi flag on top of Acropolis on April 28, 1941. Two teenage boys, Manolis Glezos (who would later go on to become one of Greece’s most important leftist intellectuals) and Lakis Santas, spent a month studying everything they could about Acropolis, including the natural tunnels built into the rock. On May 30, in the dead of night and despite a strict curfew, the boys climbed up the Acropolis, jumping the wire barriers and scrambling up the archaeologists’ scaffolding, and cut down the Nazi flag, all while avoiding detection by the guards. Greece suffered under Nazi occupation for another three and a half years, but this act of defiance was so bravely Greek, and so utterly human, it never fails to inspire me.


Visiting Acropolis


Acropolis is always crowded, but try to go in the early morning and avoid weekends for a slightly less jammed experience.


The whole area around Acropolis has been turned into a pedestrian walkway called the Dionysiou Areopagitou and Apostolou Pavlou promenade, and you can walk up from Plaka or Monastiraki to Acropolis. Follow Adrianou Street to the promenade, either looping around all the way (the whole walk will take about 30 minutes) or going directly to the entrance located in front of the Acropolis Museum. Because the area is pedestrianized (and wheelchair-friendly), you can’t take a cab directly there, though you can get dropped off one street behind this entrance.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Acropolis Views


As beautiful as it is up close, Acropolis is just as arresting from far away, and one of my favorite things to do in Athens is to catch a glimpse of it from rooftops, streets, and other corners of the city. It never fails to fill my soul. The creamy white Parthenon atop Acropolis changes colors throughout the day (my favorite time is sunset) and is lit up at night, like an orange jewel atop all of Athens.


Here are some of the more interesting vantage points in the city:


• Filopappou park: This elevated area provides breathtaking views of the city, including Acropolis (click here).


• Al Hammam Baths: At this Turkish-style bathhouse, you can take in a view of Acropolis along with your cup of tea (click here).


• SENSE Fine Dining: Chow down on French-inspired gourmet plates while peeping at Acropolis (click here).


• Hotels: A number of our recommended hotels boast Acropolis views, including the luxe Electra Palace Athens (click here).





The area of Acropolis includes the Temple of Athena Nike, the Statue of Athena Promachos and Pedestals, Propylaea, Parthenon, Erechtion, Athena’s cella and Poseidon’s cella, the Theater of Dionysus, the Stoa of Eumenes and Asclepion, and Panagia Chrysopolitissa. Your ticket for Acropolis includes access to all these sites, which are clearly marked, and there are tour guides waiting outside (around €20) if you want to hire a private guide on the spot. There’s such a richness of history here, it’s helpful to have more information at hand, so it can be useful either to book a tour with one of the operators on click here or to hire one of the guides.


You’ll first walk through the ancient theater before heading up to the main site. You’ll duck through arches and walk around the temples of Athena Nike and Poseidon, past the sanctuaries; the views from the top across Athens are incredible. The word Parthenon means “virgin’s apartment” and it is dedicated to Athena Parthenos, the patron of Athens. It’s the largest Doric temple in Greece (and the only one to be built purely of white Pentelic marble). In 2021, the pathways around Acropolis were covered with concrete, which led to an outcry from archaeological purists and many Athenians—however, it has made it easier for people in wheelchairs or pushing strollers to navigate the site.
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inside the Parthenon atop Acropolis





Visit the Acropolis Museum beforehand to gain more historical understanding about this sight, or go to the Parthenon first as more of a spiritual experience. Count on at least 1.5-2 hours here.



S Acropolis Museum



Dionysiou Areopagitou 15; tel. 210 900 0900; www.theacropolismuseum.gr/en; Nov.-Mar. Mon.-Thurs. 9am-5pm, Fri. 9am-10pm, Sat.-Sun. 9am-8pm, Apr.-Oct. Mon. 9am-5pm, Tues.-Thurs. and Sat.-Sun. 9am-8pm, Fri. 9am-10pm, last admission 30 minutes before closing; €10 or €5 reduced Nov.-Mar., €15 or €10 reduced Apr.-Oct.


GOOGLE MAP


Built at the foot of the southern slope of Acropolis, this newish museum opened in 2009. All modernist glass and filled with light, it houses many of the archaeological findings from Acropolis.


The museum is built over an archaeological site, and the architects cleverly constructed a glass walkway so you can see the excavation as you walk into the museum. The collection is housed across three levels. The foyer gallery displays more recent findings (mostly clay objects and vases) from Acropolis’s slopes. The Archaic Gallery on the first floor is my personal favorite; it’s full of statues (some real, some replicas), including the five Caryatids, the columns of women who held up the Erechtheion (temples that housed the cult of Athena and Poseidon, who, according to myth, duked it out for the patronage of Athens). On the top floor is the Parthenon Gallery, a glass atrium that showcases the temple’s 160-m-long (525-ft-long) (!) frieze. The British Museum has a good portion of the frieze, as well as the Parthenon Marbles; in the Acropolis Museum the gaps are filled in with plaster facsimiles (you’ll be able to tell the difference from the color gradient).



S Anafiotika



Built in the shadow of the Acropolis, Plaka is like a village within Athens, and every tourist loves to come here. It is beautiful, but it’s also disappointingly touristic. For a respite from the crowds, walk up into Anafiotika, the village within a village within a city. When Plaka was first being constructed in the 1800s, builders were brought over from the island of Anafi, as Anafiots were thought to be the best builders in the Cyclades. During the day, the builders worked on neoclassical-style mansions for the wealthy; by night they constructed rough-and-tumble island-style homes for themselves. These homes are still inhabited today, and it truly feels like you’re wandering through a Greek island. There are no cafés, restaurants, or shops; instead, just get lost in the tiny streets, soaking up the fantastic architecture and stopping occasionally to pet a stray cat.


Anafiotika is located at the northeast corner of Acropolis. To get here from Adrianou Street in Plaka, follow any of the small streets up, in the direction of the Acropolis.


Roman Agora


Polignotou 3; tel. 210 324 5220; May-Oct. daily 8am-8pm, Nov.-Apr. daily 8am-3pm; €8 or €4 reduced


If Acropolis was the soul of Ancient Athens, then the Agora was its brain: This was where business, politics, administrative duties, and social activity took place. Immeasurable contributions to Western civilization were made here. Socrates proposed his philosophical ideas here, for a start.


It’s worth taking an hour to walk along the well-maintained grounds, and to supplement your visit by popping into the museum (your ticket counts for both). Parts of the Agora are still quite well maintained, especially the Gate of Athena Archegetis, financed by Julius Caesar. Also worth an up-close visit is the Tower of the Winds, an eight-sided Pentelic marble clocktower that still stands in all its timeless glory.


Ancient Agora of Athens


Adrianou 24 St.; daily 8am-8pm; €10 adult, €5 student


Located northwest of Acropolis, Athens’s agora was the main social, political, and commercial gathering site for ancient Greeks. The site has been excavated and restored, with the well-preserved Temple of Hephaestus and the Stoa of Attalos (a place where Athenians met and did business) being its most noteworthy structures. The Ancient Agora Museum, located inside the Stoa of Attalos, contains findings from excavations of the agora, including jewelry and ceramics. Winding pathways and shady trees provide a pleasant respite from Athens’s bustle.


Hadrian’s Library


North of the Roman Agora; tel. 210 324 9350; http://odysseus.culture.gr; daily 8am-8pm; €6 or €3 reduced


Hadrian’s Library was constructed in 132 CE by Emperor Hadrian. There were music and lecture rooms as well, and an impressive collection of papyrus scrolls. None of that, of course, can be seen today; all that remains is one restored wall and an 11th-century church. The site is worthwhile only if you’ve gotten the Acropolis Pass. Otherwise, you can get a good idea of the sight by walking along the fenced perimeter and peeking through.


Temple of Olympian Zeus


Tel. 210 922 6330; daily 8am-8pm; €6 or €3 reduced


Partly built in the 6th century BCE by Peisistratos, the Olympian Zeus was once one of the largest temples in Greece. It’s decorated with 104 Corinthian columns. Construction was touch-and-go for seven centuries (turns out it’s expensive to build huge temples to the gods) but was eventually completed by Emperor Hadrian in 131 CE. Only 15 columns remain now, but it’s an arresting site, all the more so for being in the center of Athens. Your multisite Acropolis Pass (€30-85) includes access here.


Jewish Museum


Nikis 39; tel. 210 322 5582; www.jewishmuseum.gr; Mon.-Fri. 9am-2:30pm, Sun. 10am-2pm; €10, €8 students


Greece historically had a sizable Jewish population, especially in the north of the country. During World War II and the subsequent Nazi occupation of Greece, a considerable number of Jews were shipped off to death camps. In some rare cases—like on the island of Zakynthos, where a heroic mayor hid all the Jews—people were saved. These stories, along with the tremendous cultural contribution of Judaism to Greece (since the 3rd century BCE), are on display at the small but important Jewish Museum. You’ll find recouped objects Nazis stole from Greek Jews, as well as original religious manuscripts, traditional costumes, and religious and folk artworks.


KOUKAKI


National Museum of Contemporary Art Athens


Kallirrois Ave. and Amvr. Frantzi St.; tel. 211 101 9000; www.emst.gr; Tues.-Wed. and Fri.-Sun. 11am-7pm, Thurs. 11am-9pm; €8, €4 reduced


The National Museum of Contemporary Art Athens (ΕΜΣΤ) is Athens’s preeminent collection of contemporary art. It recently underwent a big transformation and now holds 172 permanent works by 78 Greek and international artists. Big-ticket names include iconic Arte Povera artist Jannis Kounellis, star sculptor Costas Varotsos, art provocateur Costas Tsoclis, and Greek-American light art pioneer Chryssa. One of my favorite pieces is by Palestinian artist Emily Jacir, who spent months embroidering the names of 418 Palestinian villages destroyed and wiped from collective historic memory in 1948, during the Israeli occupation, on a giant cloth tent. In addition to the permanent collection, there are rotating installations and exhibits.


KOLONAKI


Byzantine and Christian Museum


22 Vasilissis Sofias Ave.; tel. 213 213 9517; www.byzantinemuseum.gr/en; Wed.-Mon. 9am-4pm; €8, under 18 free


For a truly immersive overview of Greece’s Byzantine history, be sure to visit this gem of a museum, housed on the grounds of the former Villa Ilissia, home to the eccentric Sophie de Marbois-Lebrun, Duchess of Plaisance. There are 25,000 different artifacts spanning 17 centuries, including costumes, icons, engravings, jewelry, frescoes, sculptures, and more. Everything is extremely well-arranged and lit, blessedly placed in chronological order and with clear English translations. It’s one of the most important Byzantine history museums in the world.


Benaki Museum


Koumpari 1; tel. 210 367 1000; www.benaki.org; Mon., Wed., Fri.-Sat. 10am-6pm, Thurs. 10am-11:30pm; Sun. 10am-4pm; €12, €9 reduced, free Thurs. after 6pm


Think of the Benakis family as the Rockefellers of Greece (via Egypt, where they partly lived): wealthy aristocrats who, whatever you may think of class structure and money, at least contributed to the preservation of their country’s cultural heritage. In 1931 the family donated their Athenian residence, along with more than 37,000 Islamic and Byzantine objects. Nearly 70,000 more pieces spanning centuries from the Bronze Age to World War II have since been added, and the museum underwent extensive renovations and reopened in 2000. The paintings by El Greco and Theodoros Poulakis are worth seeking out. You’ll want to spend at least 2-3 hours here, depending on how much of an art lover you are.


There are two other Benaki museum branches: the Islamic Art Museum in Kerameikos and the Pireos Annexe for contemporary art. A pass for all three costs €30 and is valid for three months.


Mount Lycabettus


Lycabettus, the hill that looms over Kolonaki and Exarchia, has some of the best panoramas of Athens. You can either climb to the top (on a clear day, you can easily see to Piraeus port) or take the 10-minute funicular railway (teleferik in Greek; daily every 30 minutes 9am-2:30am; €10 round-trip) from the top of Ploutarchou. Lycabettus is most popular during the day, especially on Sundays, but I really love to go at night, when it’s empty and all of Athens glitters before you like a bag of dropped diamonds. On Friday and Saturday nights, it also turns into a drag-racing spot, with sports cars doing fast wheelies as spectators cheer on.
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view of Mount Lycabettus from Anafiotika





It’s 1.5 km (1 mi) from Kolonaki up to Mount Lycabettus; the walk will take you about 35 minutes on asphalt roads (or 20 minutes through the dirt paths that crisscross the park).



S Museum of Cycladic Art



Neofitou Douka 4; tel. 210 722 8321; www.cycladic.gr; Mon., Wed., Fri.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Thurs. 10am-8pm, Sun. 11am-5pm; €16, €12 reduced, €16 special exhibitions


GOOGLE MAP


Picasso’s surreal figures are said to have been inspired by Cycladic art, a multi-millennia-old art form from the Cycladic islands. The Museum of Cycladic Art houses one of the most important collections in the world, with several floors of marble sculptures, bronze artifacts, and tools, weapons, pottery, and other works that paint a vivid picture of the Cycladic civilization. The ground floor hosts a rotation of temporary exhibits, and there’s always something kid-friendly going on. There’s an excellent gift shop and museum café as well. It’s a smaller museum, and an hour and a half is enough time to walk through. Don’t miss the cream-colored Cycladic statues on the upper floor.


Kolonaki Square


The heart of Kolonaki is this tree-lined square. In the middle of the square you’ll find a small, ancient column, after which the whole area is named. This square features plenty of shops and cafés, usually filled with upscale clientele (in the winter time, it’s not uncommon to see little old ladies with their fur coats and pearls). Coffee here is overpriced, but the people-watching is worth it. Note that at time of writing, Kolonaki Square was currently under construction as a new metro line is being installed.


PSYRRI



S Islamic Art Museum



22 Ag. Asomaton and 12 Dipilou St.; tel. 210 325 1311; www.benaki.org; Thurs.-Sun. 10am-6pm; €9


I wouldn’t say that I’m suggesting this museum solely because of its fantastic rooftop café that features an incredible watercolor fresco and is my personal favorite spot to grab a coffee in all of Athens (maybe in all of Europe?!) … but the café is definitely a great excuse to look at some of the world’s most important Islamic art. There are more than 8,000 objects from the 12th to 19th centuries, mostly from the private holdings of collector Antonis Benakis, amassed while he was living in Alexandria. There are some truly fantastic ceramics, a perfectly intact ivory chessboard from the 14th century, and the reconstructed interior of a 17th-century Egyptian mansion. You’ll want to spend at least an hour and a half here.


Iroon Square


In Greek, iroon means heroes: All the streets around this square are named after the heroes of the Greek War of Independence. Today, it’s a lively neighborhood meeting spot, lined with cafés and restaurants, where live music often bleeds out of the buildings in the summer months.


Louka Nika Street


This small alley in Psyrri is like a living, outdoor art gallery: The walls are painted by local and foreign artists, and the endless colorful murals will vie for your attention. The murals are constantly changing, so if you visit one year, don’t expect to find the same thing on your next trip! It’s located off Psyrri street, across from the large Hbh (IVI) Theater.



EXARCHIA




S National Archaeological Museum



28is Oktovriou 44; tel. 213 214 4800; www.namuseum.gr/en; Apr.-Oct. Tues. 1pm-8pm, Wed.-Mon. 8am-8pm, Nov.-Mar. Tues. 1pm-8pm, Wed.-Mon. 8:30am-3:30pm; €12 Apr.-Oct., €6 Nov.-Mar.


GOOGLE MAP


This is considered one of the world’s most important museums, thanks to its stunning collection of Greek antiquities. There are more than 11,000 items spread across the 8,000-sq-m (86,111-sq-ft) neoclassical building. The exhibits are presented thematically and include a fantastic prehistoric collection (the gold masks are next-level), an Egyptian room, a sculptures wing, and some impressive frescoes from Santorini. You could easily spend a whole day here.
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S Exarchia Farmers Market



Kallidromiou St.; Sat. 7am-3pm


GOOGLE MAP


Each neighborhood has its own laiki (people’s market), but Exarchia’s is considered the best, and it attracts shoppers from across the city. Every Saturday, orange tents go up and crates upon crates of fruits and vegetables are placed on plastic tables. The produce changes with the season; for your sake, I hope you’re here when it’s apricot season (which only lasts 20 days in May) or better yet, fig season (Aug.-Sept.). You’ll also find oils, beeswax candles, flowers and plants, spices, and jams. This is an excellent place to stock up on food if you’re staying in an Airbnb or want to pack a picnic.


PANGRATI AND METS


Panathenaic Stadium


Leof. Vasileos Konstantinou; tel. 210 752 2984; www.panathenaicstadium.gr; Mar.-Oct. daily 8am-7pm, Nov.-Feb. 8am-5pm; €10, €5 reduced


This fantastic piece of architecture has quite a story. Originally built in the 6th century for the Panathenaic athletic games, it saw its heyday during the reign of Hadrian, when it was transformed into the horseshoe-shaped stadium you see today. It was excavated centuries later and hosted the Zappas Olympics in 1860 and 1875. The games that we’re all familiar with, the modern Olympic Games, first took place in the refurbished stadium in 1896. You can walk (or run, if you’re an athlete!) up and down the stairs and feel like an Olympian yourself (7:30am-9am exclusively for morning jogging, contact for details).


First Cemetery of Athens


Logginou 3; tel. 210 922 1621; daily 8am-8pm; free


Athens’s First Cemetery was built in 1837, after independence. (Under Ottoman rule, Greeks had to bury their dead in a local church.) It’s a good spot for a peaceful stroll; it’s full of famous dead Greeks, including the Benakis family, and includes beautiful neoclassical sculptures such as Chalepas’s most-known Sleeping Female Figure. Greece has a massive issue with cemetery space, and plots are only leased for seven years before families have to recollect the bones of their loved ones.


Goulandris Museum


Eratosthenous St. 13; tel. 210 725 2895; Wed.-Thurs. and Sat.-Mon. 10am-6pm, Fri. 10am-8pm; €12, €9 reduced


Housed in a 1920s neoclassical mansion in Pangrati, the Goulandris Museum opened to much fanfare in October 2019. The collection—one of the largest private collections in Greece and valued at $3 billion—all comes from shipowner Basil Goulandris and his wife Elise Karadontis, who died in 1994. There are works from Picasso, Lichtenstein, Renoir, El Greco, and Pollack, as well as contemporary Greek artists like Ghika and Moralis. Two hours is enough to see the whole collection; lunch, or at least a coffee in the airy café, is an excellent idea.


GAZI, KERAMEIKOS, AND THISSEIO


Benaki Museum Pireos 138


Pireos 138; tel. 210 345 3111; www.benaki.org; Sept.-July Thurs. and Sun. 10am-6pm, Fri.-Sat. 10am-10pm; €5-16


You can’t miss this giant, salmon-pink building on the otherwise industrial avenue of Pireos; it’s the contemporary answer to the main Benaki museum. They have great exhibits featuring Greek and international artists (check the website; exhibits change every few months), as well as events in the airy courtyard. There’s a nice café and gift shop, too.


Kerameikos


Ermou 148; tel. 210 346 3552; Apr.-Oct. daily 8am-8pm, reduced hours Nov.-Mar.; €8, €4 reduced including museum


This fantastic archaeological site is located northeast of Acropolis. The name comes from the potters (kerameis) who inhabited this area around 3000 BCE. In the 6th century, it was used as a cemetery; it wasn’t until 1861, when another construction project was going on nearby, that Kerameikos was rediscovered.


The area has two monumental gates: the Dipylon (the city’s main entrance) and the Sacred Gate (the gate used by pilgrims during the annual Eleusian pilgrimage). There’s a helpful map of the site at the main entrance on the right; you’ll walk through the ancient streets and see the remains of buildings. The most impressive part of the site is the Street of the Tombs, where Athens’s most important residents were buried. Replicas of the monuments from the funerals are on display here; all of the actual finds from the site are located in the on-site Kerameikos Archaeological Museum, which has the same hours as the main site.


Breeder Gallery


Iasonos 45; tel. 210 331 7527; http://thebreedersystem.com/gallery [URL inactive]; Tues.-Fri. 11am-7pm, Sat. 11am-5pm; free


Probably the most important contemporary art gallery in Athens, Breeder is the place to see the work of contemporary Greek designers, and occasionally international artists as well. Check their website to see what shows are up. The chic white space hosts video, installation, sculpture, and painting exhibits, and attracts an in-the-know art crowd.


GREATER ATHENS


Stavros Niarchos Foundation Cultural Center


Leof. Andrea Siggrou 364, Kallithea; tel. 216 809 1000; www.snfcc.org; indoor area Nov.-Feb. daily 9am-7pm, Apr.-Oct. daily 8am-7pm, outdoor area daily 6am-midnight, certain areas open later for events; free


Shipping giant Stavros Niarchos has given a great deal to the cultural scene in Athens. The most impressive contribution so far is the Stavros Niarchos Foundation Cultural Center, a gleaming chrome and glass building designed by Renzo Piano that opened in 2017. There’s a fantastic 21-ha (52-ac) park complete with a pool, playgrounds, and a grassy lawn. This is also the new home of the National Ballet, National Opera, and National Library. Check the website; in addition to fantastic performances, they often have free concerts and events, especially in the summer.


There are free shuttle buses leaving every hour from Syntagma Square (check the website); you can also take a taxi (approx. €10). It’s worth coming out here for a concert or performance, or if you have kids who desperately need some space to run around. It’s also home to the spectacular Delta restaurant, the newest addition to Athens’s fine dining scene.


National Gallery


Vasileos Konstantinou 50; tel. 214 408 6201; www.nationalgallery.gr; Mon. and Thurs.-Sun. 10am-6pm, Wed. noon-8pm, last admission 1 hour before closing; €10, €5 reduced


After years of renovations, the National Gallery finally reopened to the public in May 2021. The building, unfortunately, looks like a gigantic, charmless bus station, but inside you’ll find 20,000 Greek and foreign artworks. I particularly love the ground floor of paintings from Greece’s revolution and the top floor dedicated to contemporary Greek artwork. There is a café on site.


Recreation


PARKS


Athens is not the greenest city in Europe, not by a long stretch—some neighborhoods are bitterly devoid of any greenery, though others, like Exarchia, are surprisingly verdant. In the past few years, with the economic crisis and the influx of refugees arriving in the city, parks were used as makeshift camps, and some of them became epicenters of drug dealing and use, and prostitution. In 2019, police began aggressively “cleaning up” the parks in the center of Athens, and they’ve become more hospitable places for families and children.


Filopappou


Also known as the Hill of Muses, Filopappou is an elevated area that’s beloved for its breathtaking views of the city, including Acropolis. It’s a weekend haunt for Athenians, who come to picnic in the shade or to wander through the rambling paths that crisscross the park. The walk to the top is pretty easy, and takes about 30 minutes from the bottom to the summit. It’s located just west of Acropolis and is next to Koukaki.




[image: image]


Filopappou park





Pedion Tou Areos


One of the largest public parks in Athens, Pedion Tou Areos has undergone a pretty dramatic facelift in the past few months. On the west side of the park there’s still a bit of dealing going on, but the park is full of wide avenues, benches, and blooming trees. It sits between Kypseli and Exarchia, and is reminiscent of big parks in New York City: You’ll find a diverse group of people, from old Greek ladies knitting to young Eritrean mothers to spandex-clad joggers. The park occasionally hosts markets and cultural events.


Latraac


Leonidou 63-65; tel. 213 045 3377; Mar.-Nov. 6pm-3am, café until 1am; free


This very cool—albeit very small—skate park attracts long-haired longboarders who perform tricks in the wooden bowl while their admirers watch them from the adjacent café. The park occasionally hosts music events, and the café offers a decent selection of drinks and food.


HIKING


Aside from Filopappou and Mount Lycabettus, there’s not a lot of hiking to do in Athens, but there are some great spots outside of the city, including Cape Sounio and Ymittos. Consider booking a hike with Trekking Hellas (Gounari 96; tel. 210 331 0323; www.trekking.gr; 4-hour guided treks from €50), which offers a variety of outdoor activities around Attica and Peloponnese.


ROOFTOP POOLS


Athens is a city of rooftops, and on many of those you will find pools. Lounging poolside is a preferred Athenian activity in summertime when it’s just too hot to wait for the beach. Most hotels sell day passes to nonguests.


Fresh Hotel


Athinas 59; tel. 210 524 8511; www.freshhotel.gr; daily 10am-7pm; €30-40


One of the best pool deals in Athens is at Fresh Hotel, which has a small pool on the building’s 9th floor. All guests receive a complimentary coffee or soft drink upon arrival. It’s located just behind Omonia Square.



HAMMAM AND BATHHOUSES



Four hundred years of Ottoman rule had a lasting effect in some respects, and one is that Athenians embraced the Turkish-style bathhouses.


Polis Hammam


Avliton 6-8; tel. 210 321 2020; www.polis-hammam.gr; Mon.-Fri. 11am-11pm, Sat.-Sun. 10am-11pm; bath from €30


Located in a tiny alley in Psyrri, and a bit difficult to find, Polis Hammam has the cheapest bath-scrub offer in the city. They have plenty of other treatments, too, including massages, facials, and cupping in an Ottoman-style hammam. Check their website; they often have offers and deals.


Al Hammam Baths


Tripodon 16 and Ragava 10, Plaka; tel. 211 012 9099; www.alhammam.gr; daily 1pm-9pm; bath from €30


One of the most beautiful Turkish-style bathhouses in Athens is Al Hammam Baths, a small bathhouse outfitted with marble, tiles, and glittering chandeliers. In addition to enjoying a steam and scrub, you can lounge like a pasha in the small terrace café, admiring the view of Acropolis and drinking a cup of tea.


TOURS


I do not recommend going on the double-decker or air-conditioned city bus tours. Much of Athens happens at street level, and to be honest, unlike Barcelona or Paris, there aren’t enough landmark attractions that are worth seeing from the inside of a car. Also, tickets are expensive, and you can cover much of Athens by foot, with or without a tour guide.


If you’d prefer to travel without a guide but still want the lowdown on Athenian history and culture, consider downloading to your phone Topos Text (www.topostext.org; free), a “reference tool for Greek civilization.” Each archaeological site is geotagged and links to ancient texts and literature from that location.


Alternative Athens


Chalkokondili 24; tel. 211 012 6544; www.alternativeathens.com; Mon.-Fri. 8am-6pm; from €40


Offering tours led by local Greeks, both in and outside of Athens, this is a reputable and fun tour group. You can customize tours based on your interests—say, street art in Exarchia—and according to your budget and how much time you have. There are good mythology tours, as well as food and museum tours. The company skews to the alternative. Tours are also LGBTQ-friendly.


Culinary Backstreets Athens


4 Plateia Omonias; https://culinarybackstreets.com; from €130


Greek food—with all its layered complexities, political nuances, and delicious tastes—is really worth getting to know. Book a tour with the folks of Culinary Backstreets to learn more about this country’s incredible gastronomy. You’ll find out how different Greek foods are made, take a trip to Varvakios Central Market, taste products from local vendors, and try a few restaurants, depending on which tour you book. It’ll be a journey for your mind and your stomach. Tours are around 5.5 hours, and the price includes the food sampled.



Nightlife and Entertainment



Athenians love to have a good time, and you’ll find plenty of bars, cafés, clubs, discos, and more around the city. Bars can fill up from 6pm, for a pre-dinner drink, and the more popular places will be packed by 11pm. Clubs don’t get going till at least 1 or 2am, and parties can last until 6am.


Around the city you’ll notice plenty of posters advertising shows, events, festivals, concerts, and more. These are both neighborhood-specific (in Exarchia you’ll find flyers for squat parties, for example) and Athens-wide events. These posters are a great way to find out about events that happen outside of your usual Google search.


A word of warning: Though cigarette smoking is banned in indoor public spaces in Greece, that rule is regularly flouted by everyone, including the country’s health minister, who famously went on a televised conference some years ago with a cigarette in hand. In fact, Greeks are among the heaviest smokers in the world. There are a few places that strictly enforce the no-smoking rule (all the wine bars, for example), but most of the time you will be inhaling a lot of secondhand smoke.


NIGHTLIFE DISTRICTS


The areas around Monastiraki and Gazi are the two best known areas for nightlife, albeit a bit mainstream. Both are filled to the brim with raucous parties all weekend long (in the summer, the weekend stretches through the whole week).


I prefer to go out in Exarchia, Kerameikos, or Mets; these are more laid-back areas, with dingy basement clubs where everyone dresses in black and bops around to punk, or relaxes in café-bars discussing everything from art to leftist politics to broken hearts. They are more “hipster” areas, but they’re also blessedly intergenerational. (I’ve gone out on weekends in Exarchia, for example, and ended up deep in conversation with septuagenarians.)


BARS


Syntagma


The Clumsies


Praxitelous 30; tel. 210 323 2682; daily 10am-2am


Day-drinkers, rejoice: The Clumsies, which bills itself as an all-day bar, is here for you. Two champion bartenders opened this excellent cocktail bar, and from 10am they sling innovative and delicious cocktails in a space filled with natural light. There’s a “secret” private room in the back, complete with fireplace, billiard table, and a bookcase filled with leather-bound books (reservation only).


Galaxy Bar


Stadiou 10; tel. 210 322 7733; Mon.-Sat. 5pm-2am


Tucked away in a stoa (passageway) off Stadiou, Galaxy is one of the oldest bars in Athens, with a loyal clientele and old-school bartenders who serve ice-cold martinis with the deft hand of someone who’s been going through the same shake-stir-pour motions for decades. Galaxy’s orangey wood interior with faded photographs hanging on the walls harkens back to the bar’s glory days; it’s old-school glam at its most cozy. All drinks come with a generous plate of snacks (ask for the cheese toast).


Baba au Rum


Klitiou 6, Plaka; tel. 211 710 9140; www.babaaurum.com; daily 7pm-3am


Regularly ranked among the world’s best cocktail bars, Baba au Rum is the sophisticated granddaddy of Athens’s new-wave bar scene. The focus is on the drinks, which the bartenders expertly execute at top speed on busy weekend nights. As the name suggests, rum makes a big appearance on the menu, but the bartenders are also happy to whip you up something special based on another spirit.


Booze Cooperativa


Kolokotroni 57; tel. 211 405 3733; www.boozecooperativa.com; daily 11am-1:30am


Technically, it’s illegal to smoke indoors, but one enterprising smoker realized that if he created his own political party and, thus, a party meeting space, smokers in his café could continue to puff away undisturbed. Enter Booze Cooperativa, a café-bar that hosts art exhibits and concerts for the hip and beautiful, under a cloud of smoke. It bills itself as a “brain hub”; check their website for upcoming events.


The 7 Jokers


Voulis 7; tel. 210 321 9225; Mon. 8pm-4am, Tues.-Thurs. noon-4am, Fri.-Sat. noon-4:30am


Locals refer to it as just “Joker’s,” and this cozy café-bar, filled to the brim with all sorts of circus-y objects like giant chandeliers and kitschy lamps, is a great place for a cocktail. It gets quite packed, but the atmosphere is great.


Psyrri


Juan Rodriguez Bar


Pallados 3; tel. 210 322 4496 or 698 643 2909; daily 10am-3am


This see-and-be-seen bar gets incredibly packed on weekends (with people and cigarette smoke), but the bartenders make excellent drinks, the atmosphere is fun and funky, and there’s always a DJ in the back spinning some groovy tunes. There’s nice bar food as well.


Taratsa by Lokali


Sarri 44; tel. 690 610 3005; daily 6pm-3am


Despite it being in one of the most touristic areas in Athens, few visitors know about this secret little terrace hidden in a cul-de-sac, above Lokali Bar. Taratsa means “rooftop” in Greek, though this little oasis screams Caribbean, with its bamboo bar, rum-soaked cocktails, and tropical plants.


Exarchia


Santaroza


Asklipiou 69; tel. 215 510 1784; daily 6pm-late


Santaroza reminds me of my favorite bars in Brooklyn, with vibe-y decor, great drinks, enough snacks to keep you satisfied, and super music. There are cool bartenders and an even cooler crowd, aged up to mid-30s. “We were voted the sexiest bar in Athens,” one of the bartenders archly told me, so get there early for a seat.


Bar Nabokov


Asklipiou 41; tel. 211 1110 432; daily 10am-3am


There’s nothing, at least from the outside, that sets Nabokov apart from any of the other bars in Exarchia—but it is the most popular place with the Athenian film crowd. Writers, directors, and actors (plus everyone else) regularly show up each evening to smoke, drink, break into song, and have long, meandering conversations with each other. The party spills out of the bar onto the street most nights, especially on weekends.


Mets


Odeon


Mark. Mousourou 19; tel. 210 922 3414; Sun.-Thurs. 9am-2am, Fri.-Sat. 9am-3am


This is a neighborhood favorite, thanks to its cute and cozy atmosphere, friendly bartenders, and groovy music. Nice in the evening and in the morning, too, it’s a bit reminiscent of an old-school kafeneio (traditional Greek coffeehouse), and there’s a small area with outdoor seating.


WINE BARS


Syntagma



S Heteroclito



2 Fokionos and Petraki; tel. 210 323 9406; Mon.-Thurs. 12:30pm-midnight, Fri.-Sat. 12:30pm-1:30am, Sun. 6pm-midnight


Greece has some of the oldest vineyards in the world, but its reputation is mainly for having overly sweet, Mediterranean Manischewitz-style wine. Forget all that and head to Heteroclito, a cozy wine bar with a Parisian vibe that serves some of Greece’s most interesting wines, originating from Crete to Macedonia. Trust the advice of the knowledgeable bartenders, and be sure to order a meat and cheese plate to justify drinking a whole bottle.
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