Athens 4

Monday, and today is day one of our four-day tour to archeologically significant sites.  We got “picked up”, actually walked to the bus about five blocks away schlepping our luggage.  We are carrying enough for all four days but no more.  The rest we checked at the Electra Palace were we will return on Thursday evening.
Leaving Athens was just like back home with the traffic in and out of the city.  Our first stop was the Corinth canal which was cut through from the Bay of Corinth to the Saronic Sea.  Second, we stopped at the Theater of Epidaurus. An ancient Greek Theater in almost pristine condition, it was used for performances back in its day and is still used for performances during the summer.  Trouble is that with all the wear and tear, the theater is starting to come apart in certain sections.  This theater and its surroundings are still being excavated by archeologists.  It’s a magnificent structure that even though small, by theater standards, can hold over 20,000 people. There have been performances here by singers such as Maria Callas, and still are many performances here today by famous classical singers, well known pop stars, and others at this site and the proceeds provide a good income for the town.  And, therein lies the conflict. This one involves weighing the town’s income against the archeologists who want to preserve the structure as it is.  Hard choices.  
Here, as we found out like everywhere in Greece, there is much more that remains to be unexcavated and not enough money to do it. 
From Epidaurus we travelled to Mycenae via a short stop outside of Nafplio to see the fortress in the water.  We saw a similar site outside of Naples as we traveled to Pompeii  a couple of years ago.  Water fortresses protected the harbor during times of war.  There were also fortresses up on the hills along the way as Greece, like Turkey, was invaded several times in its long history by a variety of other civilizations and not-so-civilized civilizations.  Both countries happened to be in the path of the Crusaders. So, predictably, forts were built strategically to watch for the army of “the-enemy-of-the-day” while protecting the people. 

On the way to Mycenae our guide pointed out the Mycenaen bridge built in roughly 1300 BC on a road “important enough to have a bridge,” he said. 

Wikipedia tells us that, “in the second millennium BC Mycenae was one of the major centers of Greek civilization, a military stronghold which dominated much of southern Greece. The period of Greek history from about 1600 BC to about 1100 BC is called Mycenaean in reference to Mycenae.”  It is also a world heritage site. The site we visited is a burial site for three groups buried at different times in Greek history.  Many tombs have been unearthed and their contents are displayed at the National Archeological Museum in Athens.  The most spectacular of the items on display are the gold funerary masks and other gold jewelry that was found in the tombs, many of which were discovered by the same Heinrich Schliemann, a businessman and amateur archeologist, who discovered Troy.  The tombs were undisturbed, unlike the pyramids in Egypt that fell victim to tomb raiders.  These Mycenaen tombs also contained vessels, pottery, frescos and other items of interest.  As many items as the museum can display are there.  We visited that museum before taking this trip, and it was really interesting to see where all the items came from.  Look for the pictures of the museum’s treasures on the web site.  
There really isn’t much to see at Mycenae, but the first item of interest is the lion gate.  Two lions front paws up against an upside down column guard the entrance to the structure. You walk up a mildly steep walkway and then enter the site, which is still being excavated,  You have to climb a way before you can look down and see the lay-of-the- land.  Not that interesting and much of it is roped off.  Periodically, work stops as funds dry up. Running out of money, as I indicated earlier, is very common here and it’s a real shame because there are some amazing sites just waiting to be excavated and then eventually, restored.  And here, as in Rome, these sites in particular give rise to understanding how much of our modern day world was founded on the principles that once ruled Greece and Rome, such as democracy.
While this was not particularly interesting except for the lion gate, the next structure we saw and five minutes down the road, was.  It was called the Treasury of Atreus on the sign we saw, although Wikipedia identifies it as the tomb of Clytemnestra outside the Citadel at Mycenae.  The arch at the front is a Greek arch and inside it is very high and built as a dome (three dimensional arch) with the keystone on the top.  There is a small “storage” compartment on one side but no one really knows who or what was kept here.  It is a true architectural wonder, with the stones all fitting together perfectly. 
The Greeks were amazing architects, constructing buildings with columns and capitals of all materials.  They used what was available, mostly marble, but other material as well including wood and fossilized sea shells.  Some material is more durable than others and can withstand earthquakes which happen frequently. 

We left Mycenae and had lunch at a Greek restaurant that was preparing for a political rally that evening.  We were seated outside under a tent.  Even though it was late in the afternoon, the weather was fabulous and the food was great.  After lunch we were on our way to Olympia.
The drive took about four hours through mountain roads, back roads, and some highway driving.  The hotel – The Olympia Amalia - will serve dinner at 8:30 even thought none of us is particularly hungry.  That was fine, as the dinner wasn’t particularly good.  So, it was okay to leave most of it on the plate. 

The Olympia Amalia is one of the chain which the tour company owns.  Here, all the chairs and the bed are about six inches off the floor and the bed felt like a slab of concrete.  The chairs are fashioned for dwarfs and extremely uncomfortable.  They haven’t heard of Kleenex, but they do have wash cloths! Oh well.  Can’t win them all. 

Coffee at all the hotels here, unless you’re drinking expresso, is weak and what passes for cream is a light brown substance.  There are, however, some wonderful places where you can get a real cappuccino or a cup of coffee that tastes stronger than a brown liquid where the bean has been passed through the water.  Weak coffee is also a hallmark of many of our hotels in America, most notably the ​Marriott Hotels.
A breakfast buffet comes with the room.  So, there are plenty of choices and you can eat healthy and not go hungry.  The good thing is that after walking around the sites and sitting on the bus for long periods of time, at the end of the day, you’re pretty tired.  So, a concrete slab or a featherbed is pretty much the same and you can fall asleep quickly.
