Athens - Day 2

Today, we were picked up at our hotel and escorted, on foot, to the bus for the ½ day city tour.  The buses can’t go down the narrow streets of the Plaka area, and the tour companies don’t send smaller vehicles, so we followed the tour company representative to the bus. We will need to do this again when we leave for our four-day tour of historical sites, but this time we’ll be schlepping suitcases and a computer case. Oy vey!
The tour first stopped at the original stadium where the Olympic games in 1896 were held, and we took photos.  This stadium is used for musical concerts today more than for athletic events even though it has been enlarged.  That’s because Athens built a new Olympic complex for the 2004 Olympics which it hosted. We saw the new stadium in the distance on our way from the airport to our hotel.

At the next photo stop, we saw Hadrian’s Gate which used to separate the old city from the new, and the Temple of Zeus.  This temple is the only structure in Athens that has columns built in the Corinthian style, as opposed to Ionic or Doric columns.  Hadrian, a Roman, finished the temple, begun in the 6th Century BC, 700 years later. It is named for Zeus, the Greeks’ chief god, who was called Jupiter by the Romans. 

We whizzed by the parliament and several other sites.  Not difficult to do since the main attractions in Athens are close to one another.  The main tourist areas are between the Temple of Zeus, Syntagma Square, and Omonia Square.  In fact, it seemed like the bus was going round and round so that we could see the major sites and squares from different sides.

But, the highlight of today’s tour was our two-hour trip to the Acropolis, literally high(acro) city(polis). Overlooking the city and a very steep climb to the top on broken and slippery marble steps and fragments, the Acropolis is an amazing site. It occupies the whole area on top of a “hill”.  People didn’t live here, but came to the Acropolis to pay homage to their gods.  They built temples to honor Athena, incorporating Doric and Ionic column styles.  The Acropolis is especially beautiful when lit up at night as it stands out brilliantly against the dark sky. 
The Acropolis complex includes the Parthenon, dedicated to Athena the virgin patron goddess of Athens; the Erechtheion, with caryatids, reputedly the tomb of a legendary king of Athens named Erechtheous (it is a structure with three holes that are said to be the trident marks of Poseidon who lost out to Athena in the contest to see who Athens would be named for); and a temple to Athena Nike, or Athena the victor.
In addition to getting a great history lesson on our tour this morning, we also got a lesson in the meaning of Greek prefixes.  As a former English teacher I loved it because I used to do the same with my English classes – pull apart words like Philadelphia to explain the Greek origin of the parts. 

After the Acropolis we walked to the new Acropolis museum which opened this year.  In fact, the admission until the end of the year is only one euro (approximately $1.50 in US currency), a real bargain.  Just like our Smithsonian and now prevalent in more and more public buildings around the world, you must surrender your purse, backpack, or other carried bag for screening before you’re permitted to enter. Photography is not allowed in this museum, which displays many original or reconstructed artifacts found at the Acropolis, Parthenon, etc.  The statues are marble so I can’t imagine how photography would damage them, which is usually why you can’t take pictures. The entire top floor is dedicated to these relics.  Not particularly interesting since most of the originals are somewhere else, most notably the British Museum that seems to have a rather fine collection of everyone’s rare antiquities gathered from around the world by the museum’s archeologists and relic raiders. During today’s tour, we saw Heinrich Schliemann’s house, now a museum.  Married to a Greek woman, this archeologist discovered and excavated the city of Troy in Turkey which now has a big wooden horse in front of it (how trite!).  We visited Troy many years ago when we toured the west coast of Turkey. Not much of an excavation when compared to other sites in Turkey (Ephesus most notably) or Greece or Rome.

The other floors of the museum had statues (in various conditions from headless to only a fragment, such as a foot) to only heads or partial heads.  Most spectacular were the pottery fragments or other artifacts found around Athens which attested to everyday life and the customs of Greeks dating back before Christ.  Definitely worth seeing, but we anticipate that there are so many more worthwhile museums in Athens.
We had lunch in the museum’s cafeteria where the food was both good and reasonably priced.  We then walked back to our hotel on streets lined with souvenir shops, restaurants, and other tourist traps.  We didn’t help the economy one bit.

The weather here is perfect.  Temperature is in the high 60’s low 70’s, with sunny, cloudless skies.  Nights go down to around 45-50 degrees and are beautiful for an after dinner stroll to window shop or visit additional shops that line the area around our hotel.  Problem is, as I see it, nothing to buy.  Haven’t yet seen anything uniquely “Greek” that I have to take home.  But, we still have three other cities to visit – Monday through Thursday – so there’s still a chance.  But, Greece’s currency is the Euro, which is currently around $1.50 US dollars making it expensive for Americans to shop here.

Tonight we ate at the hotel in the hotel’s restaurant – Electra Palace rooftop garden restaurant – located on the 5th floor.  The restaurant overlooks the rooftop pool as well as the Plaka area of the city. But the real show stopper is the restaurant’s view of the Acropolis all lit up at night.  What a site!  And, even better was the food.  Guide books claim this is one of the best restaurants in Athens and after tonight’s dinner we agree wholeheartedly. Both Jeff and I had fish dishes, me grouper, he scorpion fish (mild whitefish rolled up and cooked as a stuffed and well seasoned fish roll) in wonderfully flavored sauces.  So perfectly seasoned was the fish that neither of us reached for the salt or pepper.  Small samples came to the table as appetizers and the finale was a small plateful of dessert items.  Wow, is all I had to say.  The price so reasonable for what I’d call a 5-star restaurant, and the selections intriguing enough that we’ll probably come back again before we leave to try a couple of meat dishes.  We had a Greek Sauvignon Blanc at less than 30 Euros a bottle.   Food is really good here.  Oh well, so many restaurants, so little time.
Today is Saturday and there was presumably less traffic than a weekday, but still a lot. We never seem to be able to get away from 5-star traffic jams either, especially when we to go the larger cities in the countries we visit.  Greece is a country of 11 million people and Athens and its suburbs account for 5 million or just under half the total population. I think we’ve seen a substantial portion of them as we came into Athens from the airport and while walking around yesterday.  

Crossing streets is a particularly risky business.  Just like in the Washington DC metropolitan area, even a crosswalk isn’t entirely safe. 

Athens is also hilly.  Walking isn’t on flat terrain, but you’re constantly either going up or down.  It’s not quite as bad as negotiating the Acropolis where one of us didn’t make it to the top – guess who – but it’s a lot more strenuous than on flat ground.  And, I found out only afterward that there is an elevator in the Acropolis for handicapped accessibility that I could have taken to get to the top.  Bummer!
We’re planning our remaining days by looking through our guide book – Frommer’s – to see which museums and other sites we must see before we leave to come home. There is a flea market on Sunday, and many museums.  We will not get to them all, so prioritizing is important.
So far, it’s been a lot of fun.  People are nice and everyone seems to know a fair amount of spoken  English well enough to help you and answer basic questions. 

