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“IT’S AN UNEXPECTED CITY, A CITY THAT PROVOKES FANTASY IN A WAY THAT NO OTHER MAJOR EUROPEAN CITY DOES, BECAUSE ATHENS IS UNPREDICTABLE.”

NIKOS VATOPOULOS JOURNALIST, PHOTOGRAPHER AND URBAN EXPLORER






WHAT YOU WON’T FIND IN THIS GUIDE


	– How to find the Acropolis (it’s a massive rock, you can’t miss it)

	– The best selfie spots

	– Tourist traps you’ll find in every other guide book

	– Athens’ Michelin-starred restaurants (they’re fantastic, check them out, but you don’t need this book to find them)




WHAT YOU WILL FIND IN THIS GUIDE


	– The secrets of contemporary Greek cuisine

	– A Nouvelle Vague drinking experience

	– How to see two varieties of stars at once

	– Athens’ most agreeable goats

	– Romantically charged shopping

	– A chemistry set that produces the finest wine in Greece

	– Fish that will send you to heaven

	– A skaters’ and art lovers’ paradise

	– Your ticket for the legendary Orient Express

	– A goth club that will take you on a new wave timewarp

	– The best Greek art collection that most Athenians don’t know



This guide is not comprehensive — and it doesn’t aspire to be. With a few very special exceptions, I’ve tried to share unique locations that you won’t find anywhere else. If you want the top ten most popular spots, stick to TripAdvisor.

The approach I’ve taken with this book is to combine my own personal favourites — the places that made me fall in love with Athens — with the really hard-to-find, hidden gems, many of which I discovered only by following rabbit hole after rabbit hole in the process of writing and researching this book. Whittling down the list to just 30 special experiences has been tough — there’s so much more of this amazing city I want to share with you — but any more would have been overwhelming. Save the rest for your next trip.

I’ve spent the past three years exploring all corners of Athens, usually on my bike — which few locals would advise. But in the past few months I’ve pushed myself to look harder, begged those far more knowledgeable than me to reveal their secrets, and have plunged deeper into Athens than ever before, all to distil that learning down into this book that you hold in your hands. So, read carefully — but don’t be afraid to get lost: that’s when the real Athenian adventures begin.
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Athens might just be the most misunderstood and underrated capital city in Europe. People tend to think of it as a living museum with a grubby and unremarkable modern city bolted on the side, which isn’t worth their time. Most visitors shuttle back and forth between the ancient sites and tavernas in Plaka before heading off to their sun loungers on the islands. Of course, that is one side to Athens, and you can spend your whole stay locked in that trap, if you so choose. But you’ll surely never touch the Soul of Athens that way.

Athena is a difficult one. She never makes things easy, but the challenges are far outweighed by the energy and opportunities that flow to all those who learn to love her. Find your way into the life of the (young) Athenians — who are intelligent, steeped in culture and experience, and always full of surprises — and you’ll begin to understand why this city holds so many in awe. If recent years have proved anything, it’s that the people of this city really know how to live, even in the darkest times.

Athens has been through more in the past decade than most cities go through in a hundred years. But then, the past century or so has been pretty eventful too. Athens sprang from little more than a village under the Acropolis in the mid-19th century to become one of the biggest cities in southern Europe. And most of what you see today appeared in the boom decades after World War Two. Expanding so fast, the growing pains are still visible: modern Athens is a chaotically unplanned sprawl that exploded out from the centre in an orgy of bulldozers, concrete and destruction of some of its most charming old buildings and neighbourhoods. It’s not a conventionally beautiful city but its frenetic patchwork of geography and architecture does have its admirers. While development has swallowed up much of the city’s green space, Athens more than compensates with mountains and, of course, the islands, just a stone’s throw away.

The fight for space in Athens never ends. There’s still an intense struggle going on over who the city is for. But, for now, unlike so many other cities around the world, no one side has claimed the ultimate victory. Even in the centre, artisans’ workshops and frozen-in-time cafés often sit on the same street as the latest chic, third wave coffee shop. It’s the most real city I know: an ever-changing time capsule, where the layers of history, empire, time, typography, architecture and art all overlap — and are plain to see.

In this book I’ve tried to strike a balance between the unique historical treasures which preserve the city’s bonds to its heritage, and the latest creations of the bright young things who keep this city moving forward. Athens and its people have given me so much, have welcomed me in with open arms. This is, in part, my way of giving back: my love letter to Athens, which I hope makes you fall in love with her, too.
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