Athens – Day 6

We’re in Delphi and it’s Wednesday.  Hard to keep track of the days as we spend each day at a different hotel and site.  After breakfast, we board our bus, always around 8:30AM and off we go.  We put our luggage out in front of the door at 8 AM and someone always takes it to the bus and we see it at our next overnight stop. 

We first go through the excellent museum at Delphi.  There is also a little café, gift shop – of course – and rest rooms.  I’m very impressed by the quantity of clean rest rooms that are available at all the major sites we’ve been to and generally where the public gathers.  But, that’s another discussion.
The museum contains many of the artifacts that were unearthed at Delphi while excavating the site.  Delphi, as many will recognize, is the home of the famous “Oracle” who brings forth Apollo’s answers to noblemen or officials’ questions.  The answers don’t come free and those who want answers donate money, statues, animals, or any number of items to the god Apollo.  The Oracle is a young lady who fasts for 9 days, bathes, and then sits on a three-legged stool in a small room inhaling vapors before coming forth with a pronouncement which the priests then interpret.  As we were told, the Oracle gives fairly ambiguous answers to questions because Apollo can never be wrong and he won’t be if the answers can be interpreted in two opposite ways. What the Oracle was inhaling is thought to have been marijuana or some other hallucinogenic.  That would certainly account for jumbled answers.  Never called her the “stoned oracle of Delpi,” but it sure sounds like that’s how she got her answers.
The site, overrun with cats and kittens has two parts.  There is an upper part that has the temple of Apollo and a theater and further back, where most groups don’t go, including ours, is a Roman amphitheater.  The lower site has a gymnasium and a bath for the athletes – religious ceremonies always contained athletic contests – and other things.  

It’s a substantial climb upwards to the Temple of Apollo over slippery marble stairs that have been worn shiny and even slipperier by all the people who’ve visited.  And remember, whoever climbs up, must climb down on the same slippery slope since there is only one path.  While I didn’t make it to the top, I did get more than half way up and depended upon Jeff, the intrepid climber who conquered the temple of Apollo and took the great photos you see.  Between the slippery stones and the angle of the ascent and descent, it was a bit of a challenge. A little more than half the group followed the guide to the lower site and the rest of us stayed at the little café by the museum watching the cats and sipping something cold and wet. 

The site is fascinating.  More fallen rocks and big chunks of stone block.  More columns protruding upward and more examples of the genius of Greek architecture.  I’m not a historian, nor an amateur archeologist, so it’s getting pretty difficult to tell one ruin from the other or one column from another as well.  And then, there are the cute, hungry cats, who someone has just fed.  Like a bolt of lightening, they spring out from nowhere, crossing the street recklessly as cars slow down to avoid a road kill.  There’s not enough food, but the alpha cat gets his or her share and the others are left to scramble for the crumbs.  Maybe next time someone will put some cat birth control medicine in with the treats.
We’ve explored Delphi – but no audience with the Oracle on this trip – and we head back to the bus to stop at the hotel where we spent the previous night.  We’re dropping off those passengers who are leaving the tour and returning to Athens.  We will also pick up new passengers who are joining our group for the last day of this tour.

We signed up for a four day tour which included all the sites previously mentioned and one last one – Meteora – where we will visit two monasteries build on the top of high rocks. The tour company we signed on with does day trips to sights as well as 2, 3, 4 and longer trips to visit significant archeological sites.  Our group –about 18 in all – has been together for the first three days.  We’re a lively and chatty group of people with varying backgrounds from all over the world, who all speak English.  We’re a small group. and it is off season.  The bus holds nearly 50 people but there aren’t as many traveling and touring as during the peak season (thank goodness).  So we have this huge bus all to ourselves and each of us can have a whole seat double instead of the smallish single seat.  We also have a guide who has tremendous expertise in what we’re seeing, and a driver, who is very adept at handling this behemoth around tight turns and windy, twisty and often narrow, mountain roads.  And, boy can he take those turns!  Two wheels anyone?
The scenery has varied every day.  From pretty ho-hum, to gorgeous, we’ve seen (and have photographed) it all.   In addition, the weather has been unbelievable.  It was been comfortable and gorgeous every single day, thus far. 
As we start out with a reconstituted group of 14 (oh, good, said one of the ‘old timers’, more room for us) we head for the town of Kalambaka, at the foothills of the eroded mountain tops that are home to the monasteries.  Many Greeks are Greek Orthodox, a Christian religion that is closer to Russian Orthodox than Catholic, and according to the guide, less constraining that Catholicism.  I don’t know enough about either religion to confirm or deny that statement.  
The monasteries are both male and female, but not under one roof.  There are six remaining functioning monasteries in all.  There used to be more, but for various reasons, only six remain.  Two are for women and they are monasteries, not nunneries, and the other four are for men, the priests.  

We are told as we approach Kalambaka, that a skirt is mandatory for a woman if she wants to visit the two monasteries (women’s monasteries) we are slated to visit tomorrow.  If you’re lucky, and if there are any left, you can borrow a skirt from the monastery.  But there aren’t many and they go quickly.  So Jeff and I and another couple journeyed into town shortly after getting settled in our hotel and before dinner, to find something suitable to be a skirt and come below the knee.  The other couple had to buy an additional suitcase because theirs were getting too crowded and heavy.  They joined this tour after a four-week cruise.
The town of Kalambaka was cute and touristy.  I found a fairly large scarf, for a few Euro that I could also use for other occasions in addition to sufficing as a “skirt”.  It is nice as well as cheap, so I’m happy.  What I DO mind is having the fact that I needed a skirt sprung on me at the last minute.  The guide insists it was in the description of the tour, but I guess none of us could read because none of the other women brought a skirt.  
Back to the hotel for dinner and another night on the concrete slab.  The Kalambaka version of the Amalia Hotel was the only one of the chain that had wi-fi in the lobby.  So, we were able to bring our computer to the lobby and connect to the internet, check our mail, and upload the pictures that Jeff has taken during our tour.  No other hotel before this one had that feature.  Wi-fi was not free, but it wasn’t expensive either, a couple of euros for all the time we needed.
Tomorrow we go to the monasteries. 
