Athens 3 

Today is Sunday and we did a number of things.  We walked to the big Sunday flea market a few blocks from the hotel.  Many things are walking distance and certainly first thing in the morning when you’re bright, fresh and your feet are happy.  We walked around the flea market for a few hours looking at stalls of stuff and stopped to have a cappuccino where we sat and observed people and took pictures.  This market has everything but fruits and vegetables and cosmetics.  Otherwise it’s a real flea market where people bring used goods like furniture, silverware, pots and pans, etc. or sell the same souvenirs and other stuff that is sold in many stalls around the market.  There were coin dealers, rag salespeople, clothes of many kinds, purses, luggage, jewelry, you-name –it, if it wasn’t a fruit or vegetable, it was here.  And, so was at least ½ the population of Athens.  They were selling or buying, strolling or sitting to eat and drinking or just out to enjoy another beautiful and unseasonably warm November day.  It’s nearly December here and the weather is more like early summer than late fall.  The Athenians comment on the warm weather and how unusually warm it is.  And every so often you see those who are bundled up in winter coats.  Makes me warm just looking at them!
Lunch time rolled around and we chose one of the many - and I do mean many - cafes lining the street by the railroad tracks.  Tracks are for the subway or train that carries folks in and out of the city.  Restaurant was good and inexpensive.  We had fish with a garlic sauce and eggplant with feta cheese.  Eggplant is really good here and we’ve had it several ways. We met an English couple at the restaurant.  She was a retired Oxford archeology professor who now conducts tours of Greece for students.  The couple was in Athens to say at different hotels to test their suitability for the tour she will lead.  Tough life!  They mentioned that they were making their first trip to the USA in December and they will go to San Francisco and LA.  I told them that that was the wrong coast, but they’ll do other trips, especially if our dollar remains weak.

After lunch, we walked to an ancient cemetery in the vicinity of the market area to look at ancient tombs.  The significant parts of the tombs, however, appear to be in the National Archeological Museum, which we visited next.  On the way from the cemetery to take a taxi to the archeological museum, we passed a synagogue.  One of our guidebooks implied that all the Jews in Greece had been exterminated during the Holocaust, but that appears not to be so.  Didn’t investigate, but at least the main building and another across the street still bear the Star of David and the designation as a synagogue.  

We arrived at the archeological museum a little before two to find out that it closes at three on Sundays.  No admission charge and only an hour left to see a reasonably substantial museum.  We started with artifacts, sculpture and relics that dated from 3000 BC onward.  This was about the same time as some Egyptian dynasties.  Even though we’ve seen older artifacts (starting from 20,000 BC in the museum in Jerusalem) they were indeed old and impressively in good condition.  That was especially true for the paintings or fragments that adorned vases, and the magnificent gold Mycenaean death masks of gold that covered faces in tombs.  The sculptures and artifacts moved chronologically forward as we advanced from room to room and ended with the Roman period where the sculpture dated from the 3rd century AD.
Impressive museum, but we didn’t and couldn’t see it all. So, we can go back again when we return for the last leg of our trip, three final days in Athens.  
For dinner tonight we walked down the street into a section of Plaka with shops and restaurants.  The restaurateurs are out front pitching the food at the restaurant, but we prefer to see someone actually eating it.  So, we ate where the food looked good and boy, was it.  I could easily enjoy eating my way through Greece.  We shared four dishes.  First, came a wonderful greek salad with feta cheese, olives, tomatoes, cucumbers, thin slices of red onion, and lettuce in a big bowl with a wonderful olive oil and lemon juice dressing.  Next were the stuffed grape leaves stuffed with rice and flavorings, served cold.  A slice of Moussaka followed and it was wonderful.  Last, but not least, there was lamb in lemon sauce.  The lamb shank was served with potatoes, cooked in the same broth as the lamb shank.  This main course and side came with white rice with carrots, peas and corn.  No where but in a Greek restaurant have we seen potatoes, rice and corn served on the same plate.  All the dishes were wonderful; tasty and flavorful and just right for the two of us to share.
Dinner hour at restaurants here in Athens, we’re told, really gets going around 10 p.m. So, a 7:30 p.m. reservation always guarantees you a table.  Jeff and I are usually asleep when the diners are marching in.  So, it’s unusual to see full restaurants at the time we eat.  Tonight’s restaurant had entertainment.  There were two elderly gentlemen.   One played a guitar and sang (Greek songs of course) and the other played a bouzouki and sang.  Didn’t understand a word but others in the restaurant were clapping and singing along.  We did enjoy the music and another waiter came in and jumped around feigning dancing to one song.  In all, good natured fun coupled with good food, too.

So our first “leg”,  three days in Athens, has come to an end.  It has been busy and we’ve seen a lot. We took a tour to orient us to Athens so that we know where we want to visit when we return. We explored the Acropolis which involved some strenuous climbing and we’ve tasted authentic Greek food.  Very similar to what we have in Washington, DC.  But, we’re lucky because Washington, like many other large cities, has a diverse enough population that there are restaurants which serve a wide variety of cuisines.  We get to sample these cuisines whenever we want.  Being familiar with what we like when it comes to Greek cuisine is helpful.  We can compare what we know from our neck of the woods to what we have eaten in Athens.  It’s pretty similar, but being here – ah, that’s the Mastercard moment! 
Tomorrow, we leave at 8:15 a.m. to begin the second leg of our trip – three nights and four days on the road to see Delphi, Olympia, and other sites.  We spend each of the next three nights in a different location, and in a different hotel of the same chain affiliated with our tour company. As the tour includes both breakfast and dinner, we hope to try some more typical Greek food, which so far has been wonderful.  

