Athens – Day 1
Well, really day-one-and-a-half since we left on Thursday afternoon and it’s now Friday evening.   Story getting old. We sat on the tarmac at Dulles airport for about an hour while whatever weather would have affected our flight to Munich – where we changed planes for Athens – passed.  We were an hour late getting off the ground which meant – yep, you guessed it – we missed our connection to Athens.  But, this wasn’t nearly as bad as when we missed our connection – also due to weather – to New Zealand and lost an entire ½ day of sightseeing. 

Some turbulence on the flight across the Atlantic, but we got to Munich unscathed.  After walking the length of several football fields – from the ramp where we deplaned to a Lufthansa customer service desk – we were told that Lufthansa had already booked us on an Air Aegean flight leaving a couple of hours later than our original flight, had taken care of transferring the bags to our new flight, and since we now appeared, would shortly complete printing our boarding passes.  Air Aegean can’t handle e-tickets so its transactions all have to be paper. 
I nearly fainted!  What incredible efficiency!  The Lufthansa customer service agent gave us exit row seats with no one in between, and sent us to wait in the airline’s brand new lounge – where food and drink flowed freely.  Most importantly of all – the bags arrived with us and we had a very comfortable flight to boot.  That’s the best airline customer service I’ve seen in a long time.  Lufthansa earns an A+++ and a commendation. 
Compare this super Lufthansa customer service to our experience with United when we missed our connection to New Zealand, also due to weather, and Lufthansa wins hands down.  I’m glad Lufthansa is a star alliance partner of United’s since United is our carrier of choice.  

Now, back to Air Aegean and getting from Munich to Athens.  The Air Aegean plane is assigned to the tarmac out in left field where all the non-Lufthansa planes are apparently banished.  We had to take a bus to get there and then climb up a ramp to get into the plane.  It was a large plane with plenty of seats and only about 2/3 full.  At the Athens airport, we climbed down the stairs, and hopped on a bus back to the terminal.  We never did go through a formal customs process in Athens, but did in Munich where our passports were stamped upon entry, but we were questioned before we were allowed to leave with our bags, if that counts.  Easiest customs process I’ve ever been through because Athens belongs to the group of European countries where you clear customs with the first country you enter and you don’t have to do it again.

Continuing the saga, we were met by the tour guide who arranged our sightseeing time while in Greece.  These days your local US travel agent hooks up with a company that can arrange whatever you want – tours, etc.  She/he hands the request off to the company that is the expert in the country you’ve chosen, and bingo you have a customized tour. 

We arrived at our hotel, the newly refurbished Electra Palace, which isn’t exactly what I’d call a “Palace” but it is at least in the 20th century approaching the 21st, and after we spend one night here, we’ll determine how acceptable it really is.  It’s November here and the weather is gorgeous.  It’s in the high 60’s to low 70’s, sunny during the day, and cooler at night.  But, with the air conditioning already turned off, and the temperature not being cold enough to use the heat, there is no fan to circulate any air at all.  So, we opened the window to get fresh air and with the air comes smoke from the café below our room and lots of noise.  Otherwise, the room is stuffy and unacceptable, but not as small as some in this hotel.  So we’re caught between a rock and a hard place.  And, what brainchild or maybe dead-brain child designs a see-through bathroom door?  Oh well.  Fortunately, we have huge bath towels.  And, the fan the management finally brought up did make sleeping okay.
But, we’ll reserve total judgment for a couple of days.  The above are my first “gut” impressions. 

We have a day or so to orient ourselves.  The hotel is in the “old” part of Athens which means the streets are narrow and windy – all one-way - and we’ll probably get lost several times trying to find our way around.  It looks charming and I hear English being spoken outside our open window. 

Tonight we ate at the little local restaurant around the corner.  Literally, this restaurant is out the front door of the hotel and a left turn at the corner.  We had authentic Greek cuisine – moussaka, grilled calamari, an eggplant dish as an appetizer that was very vinegary as well as a garlic chickpea concoction sort of like hummus.  It was good.  Walked around the block and explored some shops.  The highlight – at least to me – was going up to the rooftop restaurant atop our hotel to see the Acropolis all lit up.  It looks very near to the hotel.  What an amazingly beautiful site at night. 

During our limited time here, we are taking a ½ day sightseeing tour around Athens and a four-day tour that takes us to see some of the historical sights that Greece is renowned for.  We return to this same hotel on Thursday night and have three days to do more sightseeing.  We’re considering an all day boat trip to the near islands. We return home on Monday, Nov. 30th and will be picked up at the hotel at 4 a.m. to make our 6:00 a.m. flight to Munich. Ouch!
I’m looking forward to getting a taste of the country that contributed so much to our own democratic system.  Combined with our trip to Rome nearly two years ago, we will have experienced a taste of the two great civilizations that had a profound influence on our own constitution as well as on other civilizations.  

