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CRETE

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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The road from Ziros to Xerokambos | Vladimirsklyarov/Getty Images ©

I love Crete because it is so big and yet so small. It really is a huge little island, with natural beauty, ancient history, beaches, dramatic landscapes, ferry rides, impossibly appealing old towns and villages, fabulous walks and hikes, did I say beaches?… I could go on and on, but then there wouldn’t be time to mention the food and wine. You can spend a week in a car exploring this shape-shifting landscape, where you can trade high mountain peaks for the sea lapping at your feet in only 15 minutes. Yet after exploring what feels like a continent’s worth of sights, you’ve only covered 100km. One day you’re on a south-coast ferry enjoying the sweep of sheer, multi-coloured cliffs meeting blue water, and the next you’re standing in awe of the Minoan wonders of Phaestos.

Ryan Ver Berkmoes

@ryanverberkmoes

Ryan is a journalist and author covering news and travel. He’s written over 150 guidebooks.
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My favourite experience is plunging down the corkscrew road from Ziros to Xerokambos in Crete’s desolate far southeast, where you are rewarded with views of lonely, wave-pounded beaches.
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SANDY PLEASURES

Crete’s long northern and southern coasts are bookended by short eastern and western shorelines, all of which are accented by beaches large and small. No matter your tastes, you’ll find a patch of sand to suit your mood of the moment. Some are full-on scenes, with all services and plenty of water activities offshore. Others are mellow affairs with the odd lounger and a couple of tavernas. And yet others are wonderfully remote and all but untouched.
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Elafonisi Beach | paparacy/shutterstock ©

Beach Gear

Some Crete beaches are backed by rows of tavernas and lined with loungers. Others are blissfully wild, so always bring what you need.
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chasdesign/shutterstock ©

Remote Sands

Crete’s southwest coast has beaches that can only be reached by boat. Catch one from bases such as Paleohora, Sougia and Hora Sfakion (pictured).
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georgios tsichlis/shutterstock ©

Sun Season

Crete’s beaches can be reliably enjoyed from May to September, although March, April, October and even November can also yield balmy days.



BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Revel in pink sands and turquoise water at 1 Elafonisi Beach, which extends across shallow isles and is Crete’s most magical beach.

Shade yourself under a palm tree at 2 Vaï Beach, while watching out for falling dates in Europe’s largest native palm forest.

Hit 3 Preveli Beach, Crete’s ‘other’ famous palm beach, at the confluence of river and sea amid cave-combed cliffs and overlooked by a 17th-century monastery.

For crowd-free tanning, head to the massive sand dunes at 4 Agios Pavlos, which spill into this isolated southwest-coast beach.

Enjoy the waves at 5 Falasarna Beach, then watch the sun slip from pink to gold on this long, sandy ribbon at Crete’s west end.








ANCIENT WONDERS

Crete’s colourful history goes back 5000 years and is evident across the island, which is dotted with aeons-old palaces and Roman cities. Crete’s prominent place in world events begins with the illustrious Minoans, who were lording over lavish palaces at a time when other Europeans were huddled in primitive huts. Crete’s strategic location in the middle of the Mediterranean was prized by ancient civilisations who left their marks in spectacular sites that continue to astound archaeologists.
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Aptera | imagebroker/ralf adler/getty images ©

History – in Colour

Most archaeological sites feature uniform weathered white stones. But the Palace of Knossos (pictured) belies its original palette of bold colours.
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ecstk22/shutterstock ©

Take Cover

In the heat of summer you can easily get overheated clambering around Crete’s ancient sites. Grab some shady relief in subterranean passages – and bring water!
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andrei nekrassov/shutterstock ©

Bronze Metals

Look for beautiful bronze creations dating back 3000 years at museums across the island. Crete was a thriving centre during the Bronze Age.



BEST ANCIENT EXPERIENCES
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Don’t miss the 1 Palace of Knossos, Crete’s top-rated archaeological site. Rub shoulders with the ghosts of the Minoans, amid an extraordinary wealth of ancient treasures.

And don’t pass on 2 Phaestos, the most important Minoan complex after Knossos. It has awe-inspiring panoramas of the Messara Plain and Mt Psiloritis.

Imagine the spectacles witnessed in the amphitheatre at 3 Aptera, a classical Greek and Roman city that reveals new wonders with each passing year.

Watch out for ancient marauders at 4 Lato, a fortified Dorian hilltop city-state in a stunning setting. It’s one of Crete’s best preserved non-Minoan sites.

Trek Zakros Gorge, past Minoan burial caves, to reach the ruins of the small coastal palace at 5 Kato Zakros.








Mountains & Gorges

There’s something undeniably dramatic in the way the Cretan landscape unfolds, from the long beaches in the north to the rugged gorges cleaving down to the cove-carved and cliff-lined southern coast. In between, valleys cradle moody villages, and round-shouldered hills are the overture to often snow-dabbed mountains. It’s a nearly endless paradise for hikes and exploration.
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Samaria Gorge | proslgn/shutterstock ©

No Sandals

Crete’s tumultuous geography is not for the faint of footwear. Leave those flip-flops and loose-fitting sandals back at the beach; wear serious shoes.

Stormy Weather

The island’s higher elevations can be beset by storms blowing cold rain even in summer. Bring layers and waterproof protection no matter the season.


BEST MOUNTAIN & GORGE EXPERIENCES
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Keep your jaw in place at the gaping 1 Samaria Gorge, starting in the mountains and running down to the Libyan Sea.

Get your Zeus on at the famous 2 Dikteon Cave, a cathedral-like cavernous space full of fantastical limestone features.

Climb 3 Mt Psiloritis, Crete’s highest peak, and escape the summer heat. It’s a long trek to the 2456m peak – take breaks in old stone huts.

Follow a dry riverbed to the Libyan Sea through the serene 4 Aradena Gorge.

Make the journey to the 5 Lasithi Plateau via scenic access routes that climb relentlessly through ever-steepening bends to a lush plain surrounded by peaks.








UNMISSABLE VILLAGES

Untouched by mass tourism, villages are the backbone of Cretan culture and identity – especially those tucked in the hills and mountains. The island’s unique customs are still practised and traditions are part of daily life. Meet villagers gossiping in (coffee houses), preparing their Easter feast, tending to their sheep or celebrating during Crete’s many festivals.

Leave the Car

Most villages have commodious places to park on their outskirts. Don’t get caught in narrow lanes, where pedestrians and stone buildings will imperil your sanity.
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Konstantin Tronin/Shutterstock ©

Take that Coffee Break

To savour the fabric of villages large and small, find the central square, pick a shady spot in a cafe and s-l-o-w d-o-w-n.
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Bvlena/Shutterstock ©

Grab a Boat

The delightful seaside village of Agia Roumeli is one of several Cretan villages only reachable on foot or by boat. Enjoy a car-free retreat.


BEST VILLAGE EXPERIENCES
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Don’t miss the all-around classic Crete village, 1 Kritsa, which offers fine shopping, an atmospheric old town and a Byzantine church.

Watch windmills spin as you stroll the lanes of 2 Agios Georgios, with more than its share of family-run tavernas and culture museums.

Try to find the best taverna at 3 Mohlos, where Minoan antiquity meets waterfront vibes and you can savour some of Crete’s best seafood.

See if you can spot Africa from inviting 4 Zaros, which drapes across a mountainside high above the Libyan Sea.

Get besotted with 5 Amari, which has an enchanting medley of Venetian buildings and a flower-filled square lined with cafes.








RICH HISTORY

Crete’s centuries of history began with the Minoans, classical Greeks and Romans. At the crossroads of three continents, Crete’s been coveted by consecutive invaders. History permeates Hania and Rethymno, where labyrinthine lanes wind up to Venetian fortresses, and where Renaissance mansions, Turkish mosques and Ottoman bathhouses vie with the Byzantine beauty of frescoed churches and monasteries.

Don’t Rush

The tangles of Hania’s and Rethymno’s old towns are not conducive to visitors in a hurry. Each requires at least a day of wandering.
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DigitalPearls/Shutterstock ©

Escape the Crowds

In high season, Crete’s historic sights can seem like they’re suffering yet another invasion. Choose a random alley or corner for solitude.
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Dmitry Rukhlenko/Shutterstock ©

Local Goods

Skip the usual souvenirs and look for small shops selling genuine Cretan foods, wines and crafts. Gift shops at historic sites are often excellent sources.


BEST HISTORIC EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Get lost in the labyrinthine lanes of 1 Rethymno’s old quarter, with its Renaissance-era buildings. Discover a surprise view from the Venetian fortress.

Peer into the Cretan soul at 2 Moni Arkadiou.

Journey to the Venetian fortress at 3 Spinalonga Island and learn about its recent, notorious history as told in the acclaimed novel The Island.

At 4 Hania’s captivating harbour, historic townhouses rim the promenade and a magnificent breakwater juts into the Aegean.

Venture to the lonely 15th-century fortified monastery 5 Moni Toplou. Its defences were tested by pirates, crusading knights and more.








ACTIVE CRETE

Get outdoors and active in Crete to really experience the stunning island’s rewards. Crete’s rugged terrain, muscular mountains, dramatic gorges and untamed coastline beyond the resorts make for an adventurer’s paradise. The relative ease of access to these splendid areas opens the door to enjoying just about every outdoor adventure you could set your sights on.

[image: jpg]

Balos Beach | annaj77/Shutterstock ©

Get Your Gear

Crete has no shortage of outlets for gear rental as well as experts and guides who can help with the most demanding pursuits.

Active Season

April to October are best for activities. In winter, gear rental shops are mostly closed and weather may hamper pursuits.


BEST ACTIVE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Trek south to the Libyan Sea through the tree-lined close quarters of the 1 Aradena Gorge.

Strap on your helmet and cycle among the orchards, fields and windmills of the lush 2 Lasithi Plateau.

Fire up the adrenaline as you rock-climb around the cliffs and clefts of 3 Kapetaniana, a remote hamlet in the Asterousia mountain range.

Catch Crete’s wildest winds at 4 Kouremenos Beach. It’s the island’s top windsurfing venue and vendors rent top-end gear.

Swim in the magical teal lagoons at 5 Balos, an untrammelled haven on the western edge of the remote Gramvousa Peninsula.








ENGAGING MUSEUMS

Not just for rainy days, Crete’s wealth of museums bring the island’s dramatic history, unique culture and proud people to life. Find out who the Minoans were, revel at archaeological discoveries, see how centuries of invasions left their mark, explore the Cretan psyche and understand what makes this island unique.

[image: jpg]

Maritime Museum of Crete | Kiev.Victor/Shutterstock ©

Tiny Troves

In villages, look for tiny museums that are truly labours of love, such as the Museum of National Resistance in Theriso.

Churches as Museums

Crete’s churches are also often de-facto art and history museums with treasures such as Byzantine icons.


BEST MUSEUM EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Save time for the 1 Heraklion Archaeological Museum, a must for every visitor to Crete.

Ponder Minoan sarcophagi, a marble sculpture of Hadrian and miniature clay bulls at the magnificent 2 Archaeological Museum of Chania.

Sail into local nautical history from the Bronze Age to today, with major stops in Venetian times and WWII at the 3 Maritime Museum of Crete.

Discover what the famous Cretan writer was up to when not writing Zorba the Greek at the namesake 4 Nikos Kazantzakis Museum.

Immerse yourself in centuries of Cretan daily life at the 5 Museum of Cretan Ethnology.








FABULOUS FOOD & DRINK

Food lovers will be in heaven in Crete, where locally sourced ingredients are not a trend but a way of life. Tavernas often produce their own meat, cheese, olive oil, raki and wine. Create your own gourmet trail, delighting in distinctive herbs and greens gathered from hillsides, cheeses made fresh, honey flavoured by mountain herbs and seafood caught offshore.

Sweet Treats

Feel like a snack? Of course you do! Look for zaharoplasteia, which are Cretan bakeries that specialise in pastries, cakes and honey-filled indulgences.
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Jaroslav Girovsky/Shutterstock ©

Cretan Gold

Crete is the largest producer of extra virgin olive oil among all the regions of Greece. Hillsides shimmer with the silvery leaves of olive trees.

[image: jpg]

Sweet Marshmallow/Shutterstockcredit ©

Local Nightcaps

You’ll usually be offered a complimentary sweet and a shot of raki (the potent Cretan distilled spirit) at the end of a meal.


BEST EATING & DRINKING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Sample fine vintages on a tasting tour of 1 Iraklio Wine Country, which has more than two dozen wineries.

Look for traditional restaurants nestled away in Crete’s mountains and valleys. Typical 2 Elaias Thea is renowned for its roasted meats.

Savour the bounty of traditional farming at 3 Agreco Farm, a replica of a 17th-century agricultural estate.

Cretan hillsides are covered with sage, thyme and other herbs. Learn their many uses at a herb shop in 4 Maroulas.

Taste the bounty of the Michelakis’s family farm at 5 To Stachi, which celebrates Cretan cuisine with a creative menu and excellent food.








REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Highlights of Western Crete

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days Distance: 350km


This trip presents you with a panoply of soul-stirring attractions, including the unspoiled southern coast, higgledy-piggledy mountain villages and some of Crete’s best beaches, as well as spirit-lifting culture and dining treats in Crete’s two most attractive towns, Rethymno and Hania. It even includes some beautiful ferry rides.


[image: jpg]

1 Hania [image: ] 2 DAYS

In Hania, stroll out on the long stone breakwater and take in the views of the beautiful, pastel-coloured old town. Visit the Maritime and newly built Archaeological museums. The maze of streets in the Venetian quarter will keep you wandering for hours. Gird your appetite for Crete’s best food.

[image: ] Detour: Leave the crowds behind at the impressive 17th-century monastery Moni Agias Triadas, on the Akrotiri Peninsula. 2 hours.
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brunocoelho/Shutterstock ©

2 Paleohora [image: ] 1 DAY

Hit the two main beaches at Paleohora and then explore the area. Start with the trip’s crowning natural glory: the pinkish-white sands of Elafonisi. On the little roads lacing this mountainous area, stop into tiny old villages such as Elos and Kefali.

Catch the car ferry for the gorgeous ride east along sea cliffs and cove beaches to Agia Roumeli.

[image: jpg]

MM_vision/Shutterstock ©

3 Agia Roumeli [image: ] 1 DAY

Agia Roumeli has no road access from the rest of Crete, but it does have a few short roads accessed via the regular car ferry. It’s a characterful little port town but its real appeal is that it is the endpoint for the world-class hike through the Samaria Gorge. From the waterfront, walk 2km in and back to see the highlights. Continue on the car ferry east to Hora Sfakion and rejoin Crete’s road system.

[image: jpg]

ksl/Shutterstock ©


4 Amari Valley [image: ] 1 DAY

One of the west’s must-see regions is the Amari Valley, a heady mix of traditional villages, olive groves and fruit orchards. At Thronos, the Agia Panagia church features 14th-century frescoes and 4th-century mosaics. Wend your way through the fruit trees to Amari, the valley’s namesake town, which boasts a beautiful collection of Venetian buildings. Enjoy refreshments in the cafe- and flower-filled main square.

[image: jpg]

Peter Hatch/Shutterstock ©

5 Moni Arkadiou [image: ] 1 DAY

High on a lonely plain surrounded by mountains, Moni Arkadiou is a deeply sacred and symbolic monastery. Take time to explore the complex, starting with the 16th-century Venetian church. Then delve into the spot where hundreds of Cretans in 1866 blew themselves up to destroy a Turkish army.

[image: ] Detour: The artists’ village of Margarites has pottery workshops and cute cafes. 3 hours.
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nnis Papadimitriou/Shutterstock ©

6 Rethymno [image: ] 1 DAY

Rethymno is second only to Hania as a top Cretan city. Roam the Venetian-Ottoman quarter and port. Climb to the Fortezza, the vast fortress perched above the old town. Take in sweeping views of the region.

[image: ] Detour: If heading back to Hania along the coast road, stop at Aptera, the ruins of an ancient city that dates to the 7th century BCE. 2 hours.
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ITINERARIES

The Best of Eastern Crete

[image: jpg]

Allow: 6 days Distance: 360km


Starting in Crete’s main city of Iraklio, this trip visits its premier ancient site (Knossos) and then explores the mountains, valleys, islands and beaches going east. Enjoy wine tasting and then immerse in more ancient wonders before heading up to mountain villages. A notorious island and one of Crete’s best beaches finish off your trip.


[image: jpg]

1 Iraklio [image: ] 1 DAY

In Iraklio, the Heraklion Archaeological Museum details the ancient Minoan culture in all its brilliance and beauty. Just south of the city, the Palace of Knossos is Crete’s top attraction. A once-great palace of the Minoans, Knossos is a sprawling site of grand chambers, inspirational frescoes, hidden passages and much more.

[image: jpg]

VladimirSklyarov/Getty Images ©

2 Iraklio Wine Country [image: ] 1 DAY

More than two dozen wineries spread their vines over the gently rolling landscape of Iraklio Wine Country. Stop for tastings, wander the many villages such as Arhanes and pause at the many genteel tavernas. The grapes grown on these gently rolling hills produce 70% of Crete’s well-regarded wines. Don’t miss the Minoan wine press in Vathypetro.

[image: ] Detour: Venture up Mt Yiouhtas for sweeping views of the region. 4 hours.
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yiannisscheidt/Shutterstock ©

3 Phaestos [image: ] 1 DAY

A trio of magnificent ancient ruins await around Phaestos. Start at the namesake palace, which is the second-most-important Minoan site after Knossos. Continue at nearby Agia Triada for the ruins of a palace and village dating to 1550 BCE. Finish at Gortyna, which was the Roman capital from 67 BCE to 824 CE.

[image: ] Detour: Matala is a funky beach down with hikes to nearby uncrowded beaches. 4 hours.
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trabantos/Shutterstock ©


4 Kritsa [image: ] 1 DAY

Kritsa is an old and utterly charming mountain village in eastern Crete. The upper village with its web of narrow, car-free lanes is especially atmospheric. Look for alluring cafes, shops specialising in local products and luxe boutiques. Nearby are the Dorian ruins of Ancient Lato and the Byzantine church of Panagia Kera.

[image: ] Detour: Tree-lined and dramatic, Kritsa Gorge is one of Crete’s best. 1 hour.
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Ctatiana/Shutterstock ©

5 Spinalonga Island [image: ] 1 DAY

Built by the Venetians to protect northern Crete from pirates, the sprawling fortress at Spinalonga Island, just off Crete’s east coast, invites exploration. In recent times, it was a place of exile for Greeks with leprosy, as told in Victoria Hislop’s best-selling novel The Island. The entire complex is up for UNESCO recognition. Ferries for the short hop to the island leave from Elounda and Plaka, and day trips depart from Agios Nikolaos.

[image: jpg]

Szymon Kaczmarczyk/Shutterstock ©

6 Vaï Beach [image: ] 1 DAY

Try to catch falling dates from the largest natural palm forest in Europe at Vaï Beach. Botanists think that these trees are a sub-species unique to Crete. The beach is small but perfectly framed by turquoise waters lapping at the edges of the inlet. It’s a gorgeous setting and one worth exploring. Trails lead to cliffside walks, vista points and more secluded, clothing-optional coves.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

Best of the Island

[image: jpg]

Allow: 6 Days Distance: 445km


Bookended by two of Crete’s great cities, this route is a roller-coaster ride through the natural wonders of mountain and sea and the best of the island’s historical treasures. You’ll get to soak up Venetian architecture, frolic on alluring beaches and feast on both mountain-village and seafront cuisine.


[image: jpg]

1 Iraklio [image: ] 1 DAY

Iraklio, Crete’s largest city, has superb museums. Get context on Cretan life before heading a short distance south to the world-class ruins at the Palace of Knossos where the mysterious Minoans ruled about 4000 years ago.

[image: ] Detour: Enjoy touring Iraklio Wine Country, where 70% of Crete’s wine is produced, and which is dotted with wineries. 4 hours.

[image: jpg]

Andronos Haris/Shutterstock ©

2 Matala [image: ] 1 DAY

Stake out a base near Matala to combine trips to Gortyna, the former capital of Roman Crete, as well as the Minoan palace-city of Phaestos, second only to Knossos in importance. Visit the outstanding Cretan cultural museum at Vori. Finish the day with more beach time and sunset across cave-dotted cliffs at Matala.

[image: ] Detour: Have a swim at wide and sandy Kommos. 1 hour.
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Dziewul/Shutterstock ©

3 Rethymno [image: ] 1 DAY

Travelling west, head into the mountains, where the hearty scents of traditional Cretan food waft out from tavernas. Use the quaint village of Spili as your gateway to the captivating Amari Valley. Make stops at Moni Arkadiou and the ancient ruins at Eleutherna. Overnight in Rethymno, taking your sweet time ambling around its bewitching mix of Turkish and Venetian buildings.

[image: ] Detour: Margarites is a village of skilled pottery makers. 1 hour.
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trabantos/Shutterstock ©


4 Paleohora [image: ] 1 DAY

Head west and over the mountains to the port town of Hora Sfakion and catch a ferry. Chugging along the tortuously curved cliffs with their swirls of contrasting earth tones is a beautiful way to spend an hour or two. Get off the ferry in the relaxed beach town of Paleohora.

[image: ] Detour: Hop off the ferry in either Loutro, Agia Roumeli or Sougia, for some beach time and lunch. 2 hours.

[image: jpg]

leoks/Shutterstock ©

5 Falasarna [image: ] 1 DAY

Marvel at the pink sand and find your own private patch at Elafonisi, the star of Crete’s constellation of beaches. Wander north via the coastal road and hamlet-hop your way through the intriguing Innahorion villages. Catch the sunset at broad Falasarna with its rolling waves.

[image: ] Detour: Take a day-trip boat from Kissamos to the Gramvousa Peninsula. Frolic at the spectacular lagoon-like beach at Balos. 6 hours.

[image: jpg]

trabantos/Shutterstock ©

6 Hania [image: ] 1 DAY

Finish your jaunt at Hania, a lively modern city wrapped around a compelling Venetian harbour and atmosphere-laden Venetian quarter criss-crossed by narrow lanes. It’s Crete’s most evocative city and it offers some of the island’s best food and nightlife. Remnants of Venetian and Turkish architecture abound.

[image: ] Detour: Ancient Aptera prospered across 1400 years beginning in 700 BCE. Visit the ruins, where archaeological work is ongoing. 2 hours.
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ITINERARIES

Best of the Beaches

[image: jpg]

Allow: 10 Days Distance: 245km


Visit many of Crete’s best beaches on this tour, which takes a sedate pace across the south coast. Why hurry when the point of a beach is to relax? More energetically, Crete’s top gorge and many other hiking opportunities await. Ferries provide most of the transport, with just a couple of vehicle segments.


[image: jpg]

1 Paleohora [image: ] 1 DAY

Relaxed and appealing, Paleohora lies on a narrow peninsula flanked by two beaches. Shallow waters and general quietude make it a good choice for families. Walkers will find even more beaches nearby within easy and interesting hikes.

[image: ] Detour: Pink sands and warm waters extending across shallow isles make Elafonisi Crete’s most magical beach. It can be reached in a rental car or on an organised day trip.
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Thirasia/Shutterstock ©

2 Sougia [image: ] 2 DAYS

Sougia is a delightful and not-over-developed beach town. Cafes and tavernas line a tamarisk-shaded beachfront promenade. Stop here to relax – you might not move on for days. Besides the very long and mostly empty beach, there are lots of active pursuits. Hike to the cove and valley of Ancient Lissos, which has Roman ruins in a remote setting, or tackle Agia Irini Gorge.

[image: jpg]

Shrimpmaster/Shutterstock ©

3 Agia Roumeli [image: ] 1 DAY

From Sougia, get a ride into the mountains to the start of the world-class Samaria Gorge walk. The 18km trek ends in the humble – and car-free – port town of Agia Roumeli. Most people catch the ferry out after the gorge. Instead, stay and enjoy the very relaxed vibe and family-run tavernas.

[image: ] Detour: Hike the untrammelled coast 21km west to Hora Sfakion instead of taking the ferry.

[image: jpg]

Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock ©


4 Gavdos Island [image: ] 3 DAYS

Catch the ferry to the ferry hub of Hora Sfakion (or hike) and then transfer to a boat for Gavdos Island. The southernmost spot in Europe exudes a sense of idiosyncratic isolation outside of busy August. It’s a blissful location with only a few rooms, tavernas and unspoilt beaches, some accessible only by foot or boat. There’s little to do here except swim, walk and relax.

[image: jpg]

Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock ©

5 Plakias [image: ] 2 DAYS

Take a boat to Plakias, a laid-back favourite for those who equate ‘beach’ with ‘relax’, although this is another seaside town that also offers the option of a lot of water sports. The region is dotted with beaches, from buzzy to utterly deserted and idyllic. Preveli Beach has date palms at the confluence of river and sea.

[image: ] Detour: Agios Pavlos is one of the most charming of the southern-coast beach towns.
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leoks/Shutterstock ©

6 Matala [image: ] 1 DAY

On summer days, Matala feels far from its roots as an escape for hippies, but you can recapture the spirit at other nearby beaches. At night, the town empties out of day-trippers and the stunning sunsets are all yours.

[image: ] Detour: The crystal-clear water of Agiofaraggo Beach is the reward for hiking through Agiofarango Gorge, one of Crete’s easiest treks.
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WHEN TO GO


Visit Crete in summer for playful crowds and warm water; go in winter for moody solitude.



If your image of Crete is beaches lined with sweaty bodies roasting during long days of blasting sunshine, well you’ve got summer correct. But the island is seasonal, and in winter it is often quiet, chilly and wet – but rewarding for those looking beyond a suntan. Sights and businesses are often either open longer or only open in the warmer months when people enjoy endless festivals and long nights on taverna terraces. In the shoulder seasons (April to May and September to October), much is open, temperatures are pleasant and crowds are moderate. Important festivals and celebrations occur year-round.

Want a Bargain?

Despite Crete’s summertime popularity, you can find excellent places to stay across the island even from June to September when prices peak. Book as far ahead as possible to score deals, and know that even last-minute bookings can be reasonable in mountain villages and the more obscure beach towns such as Plakias, Sougia and Ierapetra.
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I LIVE HERE

SUMMER PARTY

Kostas Aloupis lives in Rethymno and is the co-owner of EcoEvents, which organises activities that celebrate Cretan culture. @ecoevents_crete

Every July and August, Crete becomes one big party. The peak of this season is the Assumption of Mary on 15 August, when most Cretan villages organise enormous feasts in the village centre with wine, traditional dishes and, of course, live Cretan music by musicians and dancing by all. I love to visit the villages in Amari or Mylopotamos, because they host the liveliest panigyria (festivals) and their food is amazing!




GO FOR A SWIM

Crete’s beaches enjoy warm water in summer, with an average temp of 26°C. In winter, temps plunge to a brisk 16°C, although hardy Cretans will scoff at any notion that this is too cold for a dip.




WINTER IN CRETE

Languid beach days are far removed from wintertime Crete, but an off-season visit to the island can be very rewarding. Historic places like Knossos and Rethymno are uncrowded and easily savoured. Traditional tavernas in the countryside are warmed with crackling wood fires.

Big Festivals & Celebrations


Pre-Lent is celebrated with Crete’s own Carnival, featuring three weeks of dancing, masquerade balls, games and treasure hunts. It culminates in a grand street parade on the last Sunday. The biggest party is in Rethymno. [image: ] February

It’s a double whammy on 25 March: military parades and dancing commemorate the beginning of the 1821 War of Independence (experience it in Hania, a town with significant naval heritage), while the Feast of the Annunciation celebrates the day when Mary discovered she was pregnant. [image: ] March

The most important religious holiday in Greece, Orthodox Easter services (which can be enjoyed all over the island) include a candlelit procession on Good Friday evening and fireworks at midnight on Easter Saturday. On Sunday, locals feast on roast lamb. [image: ] April or May

Assumption Day (15 August), when Mary ascended to heaven, is a major celebration that sees everyone on the move back to their villages for family reunions. [image: ] August

Local & Quirkier Festivals


The epic WWII Battle of Crete and the Cretan resistance are commemorated during the last week of May with ceremonies, re-enactments, athletic events and folk dancing. The biggest celebrations take place in Hania and Rethymno. [image: ] May

Crete is hot in July, from the beaches to the mountainsides. A summer highlight, the Summer Festival in Iraklio features top classical music, dance, art, films and more. [image: ] July to mid-September

Relive the past at the huge Rethymno Renaissance Festival, a celebration of cultural heritage. Look for performances by top Cretan musicians. [image: ] Early October

The Moni Arkadiou Anniversary, which is celebrated from 7 to 9 November, recalls the time in 1866 when Cretan defenders blew themselves up at the sacred 16th-century religious complex, taking many Turk invaders with them. [image: ] November


I LIVE HERE

AUTUMN SUNSETS

Eugenia Sivitou, of Yoga Holidays on Crete in Hora Sfakion, loves hiking the southern coast of Hania. @yogaoncrete

For sunset on an autumn evening, I love hiking up to Agia Aikaterini (St Catherine) church, situated 600m above sea level at the edge of the Anopolis plateau, where ancient Anopolis used to be. At the top of an almost vertical cliff over the gorgeous Loutro Bay, you get a 180-degree sea view and the vista of the majestic White Mountains.
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MELTEMI

Southern California has Santa Ana winds, Provence has the mistral and Crete has the meltemi. These winds blow across the Aegean in summer when hot temps create low-pressure zones that draw cooler air from the north. Winds from Africa can carry shocking pink dust.

Weather through the Year

[image: ]

JANUARY

Average daytime max: 16°C

Days of rainfall: 14

[image: ]

FEBRUARY

Average daytime max: 16°C

Days of rainfall: 11

[image: ]

MARCH

Average daytime max: 17°C

Days of rainfall: 8

[image: ]

APRIL

Average daytime max: 20°C

Days of rainfall: 6

[image: ]

MAY

Average daytime max: 24°C

Days of rainfall: 3

[image: ]

JUNE

Average daytime max: 28°C

Days of rainfall: 1

[image: ]

JULY

Average daytime max: 29°C

Days of rainfall: 1

[image: ]

AUGUST

Average daytime max: 29°C

Days of rainfall: 1

[image: ]

SEPTEMBER

Average daytime max: 27°C

Days of rainfall: 2

[image: ]

OCTOBER

Average daytime max: 24°C

Days of rainfall: 6

[image: ]

NOVEMBER

Average daytime max: 21°C

Days of rainfall: 8

[image: ]

DECEMBER

Average daytime max: 17°C

Days of rainfall: 9




GET PREPARED FOR CRETE

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.
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Clothes

Go casual Cretans wear simple clothes. In summer, the heat will make you want to run naked; instead, bring quick-drying tops and cool dresses. Many visitors never get more formal than simple cotton tops or T-shirts with shorts or skirts.

Add some style Clubs or fashionable restaurants will require more effort – the scene is stylish rather than dressy. Think tops and trousers rather than T-shirts and shorts.

Be prepared Sturdy walking shoes are essential for the many available treks, as well as exploring gorges and ruins.

Be respectful Don’t wear swimsuits into shops and tavernas or any place away from the beach without a cover-up. Cretans will not go nude on beaches; you’ll see some Northern Europeans do it, but it pays to be discreet – look for clothing-optional beaches. Dress respectfully in churches.


Manners

Body language is important. ‘Yes’ is a swing of the head and ‘no’ is a curt raising of the head or eyebrows.

When visiting churches, carry a shawl or wear long sleeves and a long skirt or trousers to cover up.

Don’t refuse a coffee or a drink. Cretans value hospitality; not accepting refreshment when offered is considered very rude.





READ
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The Life of Ismail Ferik Pasha (Rhea Galanaki; 1989) A story about the clash of Christianity and Ottoman Islam in Crete.

[image: jpg]

The Island (Victoria Hislop; 2007) An award-winning historical novel set in Spinalonga Island when it was a refuge for people with leprosy.
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The Girl Under the Olive Tree (Leah Fleming; 2013) The novel links events in Crete during WWII to modern-day drama.

[image: jpg]

The Life and Adventures of Alexis Zorbas (Nikos Kazantzakis; 1946) Crete’s most famous writer’s landmark novel, later renamed Zorba the Greek.




Words

‘Γειά σας’ (ya·sas) is interchangeable with ‘hello’ or ‘goodbye’ and is the most common greeting.

‘Καλημέρα’ (ka·li·me·ra) means literally ‘good morning’ but can be used throughout the first part of the day. You can begin any encounter with this or when entering stores where a shopkeeper notices you.

‘Καλησπέρα’ (ka·li·spe·ra) is good starting from the late afternoon to say ‘good afternoon/evening’.

‘Παρακαλώ’ (pa·ra·ka·lo), or ‘please’, should be sprinkled throughout your interactions.

‘Ευχαριστώ’ (ef·ha·ri·sto) is how you say ‘thank you’.

‘Ναι’ (ne) may sound like a version of ‘no’ in many other languages, but in Greek it very much means ‘yes’.

‘Οχι’ (o·hi) means ‘no’ and is often accompanied by an upward tilt of the head.

‘Συγγνώμη’ (sigh·no·mi), a humble ‘sorry’, works wonders in any interaction going off the rails.

‘Μιλάτε αγγλικά’ (mi·la·te an·gli·ka) is appreciated even if the answer to ‘do you speak English’ is likely ‘yes’.

‘Δεν καταλαβαίνω’ (dhen ka·ta·la·ve·no) is the essential ‘I don’t understand’.

‘Καταλαβαίνω’ (ka·ta·la·ve·no) ‘I understand’ brings smiles all around.




WATCH

[image: jpg]
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Zorba the Greek (Michael Cacoyannis; 1964) Garnering three Academy Awards, this remains the quintessential Crete-filmed movie (Akrotiri Peninsula).

Night Ambush (Michael Powell; 1957) Gripping retelling of the kidnapping of Nazi General Heinrich Kreipe by British forces in 1944.

El Greco (Yannis Smaragdis; 2007) Greek-made biopic telling the life story of the Cretan-born Renaissance painter (aka Doménikos Theotokópoulos).

Anthony Bourdain: No Reservations (2008) The beloved food adventurer explores Greek island cuisine at the Iraklio food market.




LISTEN

Tis Kritis Ta Politima (Various; 2009) A good overall introduction to Cretan music; stream it as you explore the island.

Dimotiki Anthologia (Nikos Xylouris; 1976) The album of folk music that shot Crete’s legendary musical son to stardom.

Anastorimata (Psarantonis; 1982) Landmark album heralding Psarantonis’ performance with the lyra, a Cretan bowed string instrument.

To Stelaki apo tin Kriti (Stelios Foustalieris; 2007) A master of the bulgari (a Cretan stringed instrument) playing beloved folk songs.






THE FOOD SCENE

Crete has some of the best food in Greece, thanks to the local bounty and centuries-old traditions of great cuisine.
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Traditional Cretan fish and salad, Kissamos | Toms Auzins/Shutterstock ©

Cretan food is distinct from Greek food in general. This rustic but rich cuisine combines seasonal ingredients and balanced flavours that reflect the riches of Crete’s sun-blessed fertile land. Across the island, regional variations create myriad opportunities for delicious adventures.

One of the delights of travelling through Crete is coming across family-run tavernas where traditional local dishes are made from ancient recipes using farm-fresh, homegrown produce; where the wild aromatic greens were picked in the mountains earlier that day; and where the oil and cheese are homemade, the tender lamb is from a local shepherd and the fish was caught by the owner.

Cretan cuisine gained legendary status for its health benefits following scientific studies of the Mediterranean diet in the 1960s that showed Cretans had the lowest levels of heart disease and other chronic illnesses. This was largely attributed to a balanced diet high in fruits, vegetables, pulses, whole grains, virgin olive oil and wine, and few processed foods.

Cretan Cuisine

Cretan cuisine evolved from the abundance of local produce coupled with enormous ingenuity. You’ll find not only all of the Greek staples but also a wonderful array of Cretan specialities, such as dozens of delicious cheeses. The cuisine still has influences dating to antiquity and has been influenced by all the visiting cultures over time.

Don’t miss Cretan cheese. Beyond the ubiquitous fresh feta (in stores, get the kind wet from the barrel, not packaged), Crete produces its wonderful cheeses primarily from goat’s and sheep’s milk, or a combination of the two. Many Cretan villages have their own signature cheese.

Another part of the magic of Cretan cuisine is the ingredients gathered from hillsides and around villages. For centuries Cretans have been gathering extremely nutritious horta (wild greens) and boiling them for warm salads or cooking them in pies and stews.

Don’t miss the range of grilled meats served in village tavernas across the mountains.

Small Plates

Cretans love to share a range of mezedhes (small plates), or mezes for short. Think tapas, Greek-style. Eateries that serve only mezedhes are called mezedhopoleia, ouzeries or rakadhika, and typically offer raki or ouzo along with the morsels.

Common mezedhes include dips such as taramasalata (fish roe) and tzatziki (yoghurt, cucumber and garlic). Hot mezedhes include keftedhes (small tasty rissoles, often made with minced lamb, pork or veal), loukanika (pork sausages), saganaki (skillet-fried cheese) and apaki (Cretan cured pork), as well as a full range of bite-sized seafood. Also look for rice-filled dolmadhes (vine leaves), deep-fried zucchini (courgette) or eggplant (aubergine) slices.
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Mezedhes | Karl Allgaeuer/Shutterstock ©

Cretan Gold

The Minoans were among the first to grow wealthy by exporting olives, and Crete remains an important olive-growing area, producing the largest quantity of extra virgin olive oil in Greece. Today, with an estimated 30 million olive trees in Crete, it works out to 48 for every citizen. Crete has scored well in international competitions: recent winners have included Pamako, Critida Phenoil, Terra Creta and Physis of Crete.


MARKETS & SHOPS

[image: jpg]
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Iraklio Market An Iraklio institution, this busy market is one of the best in Crete. Stock up on creamy cheeses, honey, succulent olives, fresh breads and much more.

Foúrnos Mamankáki Popular Rethymno bakery with an always-burning wood-fired oven. The organic whole-grain loaves are superb and have just the slightest hint of smoke.

Bougatsa Chania (pictured) The unadorned choice for the iconic Cretan pastry served at outdoor tables on a tiny plaza. Enjoy your pastry with a coffee.

Spanoioakis Hidden away in Rethymno’s labyrinth of alleys is this bakery that’s been at it since 1958. It’s famous for its bread shaped like dinosaurs and flamingos.

Assargiotakis Olive Oil Shop In the Iraklio village of Avdou, try the renowned local product that involves nearly every resident.




Best Cretan Dishes

ARNI ME STAMNAGATHI

Lamb cooked with wild greens called stamnagathi.

GAMOPILAFO

A deluxe risotto prepared in a rich meat broth and a goat’s milk roux.

HIRINA APAKIA

A multi-day process creates this delicious marinated and smoked pork.

OFTO OR ANTIKRISTO

Big chunks of meat are slow-roasted around hot coals.

HOHLIOI

Snails are prepared in dozens of ways. Cretans eat more snails than the French.

SOUPIES

Cuttlefish stewed with wild Cretan fennel.

VRASTO

Traditional mutton or goat stew found in mountain village tavernas.

DAKOS

A ‘Cretan salad’, wholegrain rusks are moistened with tomatoes, olive oil and creamy cheese.




Local Specialities


Cretan Cheeses

Anthotiro Buttery white cheese that can be soft or hard.

Graviera Nutty, mild Gruyère-like hard sheep’s-milk cheese.

Pichtogalo chanion Hania’s famous thick yoghurt-like sheep’s-milk or sheep’s-and-goat’s-milk cheese.

Xigalo Creamy cheese from Sitia in eastern Crete with a rich, slightly acidic flavour.

Yaourti Thick, tangy sheep’s-milk yoghurt, best eaten with honey, walnuts or fruit.

Quick Eats

Kalitsounia Cretan-style pastries, usually filled with cheese or served sweet and drizzled with thyme honey.

Pies Bakeries make myriad variations of tyropita (cheese pie) and spanakopita (spinach pie). Boureki is a richly layered pie.

Souvlaki Greece’s favourite fast food, in both the gyros and skewered-meat versions.

Koulouria Fresh pretzel-style bread, often made into sandwiches.

Sweet Treats

Bougatsa Traditional breakfast food, a pastry stuffed with creamy custard or cheese.

Kalitsounia Cretan stuffed cheese pies start with handmade pastry dough, often formed into tiny cups. Fillings vary by region.

Sfakianes pites Fine pancake-like sweets with a light myzithra cheese filling.

Xerotigana Deep-fried pastry twirls with honey and nuts.
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Dare to Try

Ameletita Literally ‘unspeakables’; fried sheep’s testicles.

Gardhoumia Stomach and offal wrapped in intestines.

Kokoretsi Heart, lung, sweetbreads, kidneys and other innards wrapped in lamb or goat intestine and spit-grilled over charcoal; eaten at Orthodox Easter.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Hiona Taverna Count the shades of blue while feasting on their celebrated kakavia (fish soup) and other inspired seafood dishes at this clifftop outpost.

Peskesi Empty tables are rare in this beautifully revamped Venetian villa serving robust, slow-cooked Cretan recipes with produce from their own farm.

To Stachi The Michelakis family grow much of the food used in this vegetarian restaurant that celebrates Crete’s bounty of produce.

Avli If you love your meal here – you will – they’ll teach you how to make it in their cooking school. Known for modern interpretations of Cretan cuisine.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

Easter feasts feature tender roasted lamb, kreatotourta (meat pies), kokoretsi (grilled innards wrapped in intestines) and tsoureki (brioche-style bread) decorated with red-dyed boiled eggs. Spring brings edible wild plants, herbs and artichokes.
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SUMMER

Cheesemaking kicks into high gear. By July watermelon, peaches and other fruits fill markets; mussel season peaks. In summer food festivals Rethymno celebrates the Cretan diet (cretandietfestival.gr) and Arhanes toasts the grape/wine.
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AUTUMN

Grape harvest begins. In October sample sweet chestnuts in Elos, with its quirky Chestnut Festival. Raki distilling hits its peak in November with raucous festivals all over, especially in mountain villages.
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WINTER

Sugar-dusted kourabiedes (almond shortcake) and honey-dipped melomakarona are top Christmas cookies. The vasilopita (New Year’s cake) comes with a hidden coin, which promises a year of good luck.
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HOW TO… Taste Crete’s Liquid Specialities

Some of Crete’s most celebrated specialities come in liquid form. Expect to enjoy olive oil as a part of nearly every meal. Also be prepared for raki, the strong local spirit, and look for examples of the island’s fast-growing variety of microbrews.

However, easily the most ubiquitous local liquid to enjoy is wine. Cretan winemaking is going from strength to strength with a new generation of vintners and a growing number of wineries offering tasting rooms and vineyard tours.

The island has three wine-producing areas and more than a dozen types of wine. The largest, Iraklio Wine Country, makes about 70% of Cretan wine.
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CRETE’S WINES

No Cretan meal is complete without one of the local wines.

Dafni A lively white with subtle acidity and an aroma resembling laurel.

Kotsifali Indigenous red grape with high alcohol content and rich flavour, often blended with Mandilaria.

Liatiko Very old indigenous red variety with a complex character, found mainly around Sitia.

Malvasia Original Cretan white variety; strong floral aroma with notes of muscat.

Mandilaria Dark-coloured but light-bodied red wine.

Romeiko Red grape mostly grown around Hania and turned into robust red, white and rosé wines.

Vidiano White indigenous grape with intensive and complex peach and apricot aromas; often blended with Vilana.

Vilana A fresh, low-alcohol wine with a delicate apple aroma.



Enjoying Raki

Raki (also known as tsikoudia), the Cretan pomace brandy, is an integral part of local culture. A shot of the fiery brew is offered as a welcome, at the end of a meal and pretty much at any time and on all occasions.

The raki distilling season starts in October, with distilleries and private stills producing massive quantities. Expect lots of drinking and feasting; if you pass a village distilling raki, you may well get an invitation. Good raki has a smooth mellow taste with no noticeable after-burn. Note that much raki is homemade and that complimentary shot at the end of your meal may well come from the taverna owner’s tightly guarded family recipe.

Tasting Olive Oil

Olive oil runs through Crete’s DNA like blood through veins. Mills where you can taste the ‘Cretan Gold’ – of which they are justifiably proud – dot the countryside, making for delightful and informative stops. Many of the presses also sell other local specialities, from cheese to honey.

One classic tasting room is Fabrica, at the old oil press of Moni Toplou east of Sitia. You can taste three oils of different qualities: traditional, organic and premium. A glug of each is poured into bulbous blue glasses. Warm it up in your hand, then swirl it and stick your nose in it to identify the aroma: citrusy, grassy, fruity, peppery... Only then do you take a sip, letting it slowly roll over your tongue. It’s truly a magical experience and one you’ll find at many other tasting rooms.

Crete’s Beers

Crete has an excellent craft-beer scene. Look for Psaki IPA, Horiatiki Saison and Askianos Porter from Iraklio-based Solo Brewery or a tasty Charma Lager, Dunkel or Pale Ale from Cretan Brewery in Hania.





THE OUTDOORS

Crete’s outdoor environments are extraordinary, with mythical mountains to tackle, gem-coloured seas to sail, gorges where the Minoans buried their dead to hike, and underwater wonderlands to discover.


[image: jpg]

Samaria Gorge | Dziewul/Shutterstock ©

There are many special rewards on this stunning island for those who reach beyond the relaxed pleasures of sun and sand. Many of the dramatic gorges, burly mountains and untamed coastlines have relatively easy access, making for an adventurer’s paradise. Whether you have just an afternoon or several days, there’s an outdoor pursuit (or several) for you. Get outdoors and active to truly appreciate the land- and seascapes.

Hiking

Crete offers an enormous variety of options for hikers and trekkers of all skills and fitness levels, with the nicest trails passing through remote villages, across plains and deep into gorges. Popular routes are well-trod and maintained.

Spring is the best time for hiking and trekking; the countryside is green and fresh from the winter rains and carpeted with wildflowers. Whatever the season, come equipped with a sturdy pair of walking boots or shoes to handle the rough, rocky terrain.

Crete’s many gorges attract hikers from all over the world. The walks can be a breathtaking and sometimes hard-going experience, but well worth it for the sheer pleasure of the spectacular surroundings accented by the aroma of wild herbs.

Gorge walking involves a bit of planning if you want to use your own transport. You will either have to backtrack to your vehicle, arrange for someone to collect you at the other end or take a taxi. Buses can sometimes get you to within striking distance of a gorge entrance. World-famous Samaria Gorge can get very crowded; other southwest-coast alternatives are uncrowded and nearly as rewarding. Consider Imbros and Anydri Gorges, among several others.

Diving & Snorkelling

Crete sees a range of different sea conditions on its various and varied coastlines that lend themselves to all sorts of watersports, including diving and snorkelling. There is nothing quite like cruising gently through water that can be as clear as air, with visibility at times well over 30m.

The diving landscape is superb, with a fascinating mix of natural features, rocks, reefs, caverns, cliffs and shining sand. Sea life on view includes the beautiful ‘wallpaper’ of marine plants, red and green algae, corals, sea anemones and sponges that coat undersea rocks and reefs, while the often variegated volcanic rocks of Crete create their own kaleidoscope of undersea colour. Some of the more interesting snorkelling is around the remains of the sunken city of Olous near Elounda. However, you’ll find masks and fins for rent at nearly any beach with water-sports operators.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Scale Rethymno’s Venetian fortress and pretend you see pirates off the horizon.

Hop a boat along the southwest coast from Sougia or other beach towns, peer into the crystal-clear waters and revel at the sheer cliffs.

Hike the ‘wrong way’ up Samaria Gorge from Agia Roumeli. When little feet get tired, turn around.

Plunge into a water park in and around the tourist hub of Hersonisos.

Frolic on family-friendly beaches with calm water and plenty of services, such as Bali, Elafonisi, Paleohora and Voulisma.

Spelunk your way into Dikteon Cave with its soaring caverns and impressive mythology.
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Best spots

For the best outdoor spots and routes, see the map.



Windsurfing & SUP

Windsurfing and kitesurfing are easily enjoyed off many of Crete’s beautiful beaches. And the 360-degree coastline means that you can find an ideal strand no matter the conditions. The best windsurfing is at Kouremenos Beach. It’s affected by the meltemi, the summer north wind that blows fiercely throughout the Aegean creating often ideal conditions. You’ll find sailboards for hire almost always at busier beaches with water-sports operators. Many give lessons. Stand-up paddling (SUP) is also growing in popularity, especially in the calmer waters along the north coast.


Even More Outdoor Fun

SEA KAYAKING

Paddle along the stunning south coast with a kayak from Loutro.

CYCLING

Get high riding the maze of great trails on the Lasithi Plateau.

ROCK CLIMBING

Take inspiration from an ancient church as you scale the peaks of Kapetaniana.

MOUNTAINEERING

Climb Crete’s tallest peak, Mt Psiloritis.

SURFING

When conditions are right, surf breaks develop off the north and west coasts of Hania province.

CANYONING

Venture through the rocky clefts in the Thripti Mountains.

BIRD-WATCHING

Spot rare species while hiking the Samaria Gorge.







ACTION AREAS

Where to find Crete’s best outdoor activities.
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CRETE

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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Hania
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COAST, MOUNTAINS AND HISTORY


Crete’s most appealing city, Hania, is paired with its most attractive coast on the southwest. World-class sights like Samaria Gorge and Elafonisi Beach are bonuses.
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The west of Crete stands apart in so many ways. A land of giant mountains, grandiose legends and memorials to great battles past, it’s presided over by the beguiling port city of Hania. Once Venice’s jewel of a capital, Hania is now home to top museums, entrancing historic quarters and some of Greece’s best restaurants. You could easily spend your entire trip here, but don’t!

The rugged and sheer cliff-faced mountain ranges that are the spine of this region are not just the geologic heart of western Crete, they are the soul of the Cretan people. Generations have taken refuge in this forbidding landscape during myriad invasions, and the tough, independent spirit forged here is at the heart of local identity. Cretan families tap into this inner spirit when they settle into a village taverna for an hours-long feast of roasted meats.

The mountains end abruptly at Hania’s other great feature: the glittering water and untrod beaches of the south coast on the Libyan Sea. Dotted with characterful towns, like Paleohora and Sougia that are linked by ferries, it’s another place where you could spend your entire trip.

Add in Greece’s grandest gorge walk, yet more beaches on the west coast, Europe’s southernmost possession (tranquil Gavdos, a remote island nearer to Africa than to Greece) and mountain villages that are a step back in time – and it’s a region your heart may never leave.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Hania

Unmissable historic city.

Hora Sfakion

Hub for the south coast.

Sougia

Sensational coastal hikes.

Paleohora

Water sports and mountain villages.

Falasarna

Beaches and more beaches.




Find Your Way


The Hania region covers the westernmost quarter of Crete. The northernmost strip that includes Hania city is fairly flat. The entire southern region is dominated by soaring mountains that wrap around the west coast.
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Plan Your Time


Western Crete is the place not to plan your time. Its myriad charms reward languid exploration, whether it’s the city, the mountains, the gorges or the beaches.
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Pressed for Time

• Prowl the lanes and alleys of Hania in the morning. Have coffee at a cafe with a view of the Venetian Harbour, then visit the fascinating Archaeological Museum.

• Drive east to Ancient Aptera, a well-preserved Roman town. Back in Hania, watch the sunset at the iconic lighthouse before dinner.




Three Days to Explore

• After a day in Hania, head down to Hora Sfakion, catch the ferry to Sougia and chill out on the beach. The next day hike the famous Samaria Gorge.

• Head to Paleohora and explore its mountain villages. Head over to superlative Elafonisi Beach for its improbable pink sand.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

Wildflowers carpet hillsides. Crete shuts down for the week of Orthodox Easter, excepting tourism businesses.

SUMMER

Hania celebrates the WWII Battle of Crete with folk dancing and festivals, including the city’s Summer Festival

AUTUMN

The crowds disperse on their budget flights home, yet the weather and water remain lovely. It’s an ideal time.

WINTER

Short days mix brisk winds from the north with balmy breezes from the south. Seek out year-round pleasures.





Hania
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GREAT FOOD | SPECTACULAR VIEWS | AEONS OF HISTORY

Hania (also spelt Chania) is Crete’s most evocative city. Historically the seat of Venetian, Turkish and then Cretan rule, remnants of Venetian and Turkish architecture abound, with old townhouses now transformed into atmospheric restaurants and boutique hotels.

Although all this beauty means the Old Town fills with tourists in summer, it’s always a great place to explore. Wandering Hania’s tangle of alleys and lanes is one of the island’s pleasures, with rewards like a surprise gem of a hidden church or ancient synagogue and a plethora of characterful shops.

The waterfront wraps around Hania’s greatest feature, its Venetian Harbour, where museums dot the centuries-old buildings and a long breakwater arrows out through the water. The views, especially at sunset, are extraordinary.

When it’s time to pause, you’ll find myriad choices of places to eat and drink, many celebrating Cretan cuisine. Hania is arguably the best place on the island for a superb, locally sourced meal.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Maritime Museum of Crete

2Venetian Harbour

Sights

3Ahmet Aga Minaret

4Ancient Kydonia

5Byzantine & Post-Byzantine Collection

6Byzantine-era Defensive Walls

7Chapel of Agia Irini

8Church of Agios Nicholas

9Etz Hayyim Synagogue

10Firkas Fortress

11Grand Arsenal

12Greek National Football Museum

13Greek Orthodox Cathedral

14Hammam

 KAM Centre of Mediterranean Architecture (see 11)

15Kastélli Hill

16Minoan Palace Foundations

17Mosque of Kioutsouk Hasan

18Neoria

19Schiavo Bastion

20Splanzia

21Venetian Fortifications

22Western Wall

Sleeping

23Amphora Hotel Chania

24Casa Delfino Hotel & Spa

25Iason Studios

26Ionas Boutique Hotel

27Malmo Historic Hotel

28Monastery Estate Venetian Harbor

29Pension Lena

30Serenissima Boutique Hotel

31Splanzia Hotel

EATING

32Astrea Garden

33Delish Food Street Story

34Domenico Gelato & Coffee

35Gelato Follia Chania

36Kalderimi

37Kouzina epe

38Kritamon Wine Restaurant

39La Bodega

40Oh La La

41Pallas

42Paradosiakó Kafeneío Pórta

43Pork to Beef Wild

44Pulse

45Tamam

46To Maridaki

Drinking & nightlife

47Barfly

48Bohème

49Emprime

50Fagotto Jazz Bar

51Kross

52Monogram

53Plaka

54Sinagogi

Shopping

55Agora

56Alexia

57Elegant Spirit

58Exantas Art Space

59Georgina Skalidi

60Mediterraneo Bookstore

61Mitos Art

62Nikos

63Pelekanakis

64Philly

65Sifis Stavroulakis

66Terra Verde
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Sights

1Breakwater

2Hania Municipal Garden

3Koum Kapi Beach

4Lighthouse

5Maritime Museum Annexe

6Moat

7Sabbionara Rampart

8Tanais Memorial

Activities, courses & tours

9Blue Adventures Diving

Sleeping

10Cocoon City Hostel

11Hotel Filoxenia

12Kumba Hostel

13Poco Loco Hotel

EATING

14Apostolis

15Bougatsa Chania

16Bougatsa Iordanis

17Christostomos

18Drandaki Bakery

19Giannoulis Ice Cream

20Oasis

21Pinaleon Fine Kitchen

22Ta Kalamakia

23To Stachi

Drinking & nightlife

24Marina Sailing Club

25Mikro

Shopping

26Cretan Knives Skalidakis

27Saturday Market




GETTING AROUND

If you’re driving to Hania, don’t even try to park in the Old Town. You’ll need to park on the periphery and walk in; there are car parks to the south. Even taxis may drop you a healthy walk from your hotel if it’s atmospherically buried deep in the tangle of cobblestoned lanes. From the airport, insist to your driver that they stick to the posted fixed price before you set off.

For buses serving the wider region, the busy bus station is just south of the Old Town.



Strolling the Venetian Harbour

Stunning focal point

There are few places where Hania’s historic charm and grandeur are more palpable than in the Venetian Harbour. Lined by pastel-coloured buildings that punctuate a maze of narrow lanes lined with shops and tavernas, the oldest parts date to the 15th century. The eastern side of the oldest part is dominated by the domed Mosque of Kioutsouk Hasan, now an exhibition hall. On the west side, short and steep streets lead up to the remains of the Venetian fortifications. (It’s worth ascending the steps for the somewhat hidden and somewhat dilapidated high Venetian-era terrace, where you’ll enjoy views across the city and harbour.)

Heading east around the harbour, the restored Grand Arsenal houses the KAM Centre of Mediterranean Architecture. Continuing on, the somewhat dilapidated, 15th-century Neoria, or Venetian shipyards, are a historic treasure hiding in plain sight. There were once 17 barrel-vaulted sections; seven remain today.

Following the waterfront out onto the 14th-century breakwater, which is over 500m long, you can clamber over the huge blocks of stone as you take in captivating views back to the Old Town or out to sea. Imagine the port filled with Venetian sailing ships laden with valuable cargo. Parts of the iconic 21m-high lighthouse date to 1595. It was rebuilt by the Egyptians in the 1820s in the shape of a minaret.


[image: ] TOP TIP

Put on those walking shoes! There are no local buses, but everything in Hania town is easily reached by walking. Note that the lanes in Topanas and the Venetian fortress can be steep.
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Mosque of Kioutsouk Hasan | Daliu/Shutterstock ©


HANIA IN...

One day

Take a stroll along Hania’s wonderful Venetian Harbour and out to the lighthouse. Wander the Old Town and try to get lost in the little lanes. Visit the Maritime Museum, explore the ruins of the Venetian fortifications and have a meal in an atmospheric eatery in Splanzia.

Two days

After day one’s itinerary, enjoy a seaside stroll to the impressive Archaeological Museum. Delve deeper into the Old Town at the churches and mosques plus the archaeological surprises of Kastélli Hill. Seek out local food and crafts, and cool off at one of the beaches.



Scaling the Venetian Fortifications

Fending off pirates, welcoming tourists

Part of a defensive system begun in 1538 by Michele Sanmichele, who also designed Iraklio’s defences, Hania’s massive fortifications – built to protect the city from marauding pirates and invading Turks – remain impressive. Known as Topanas, the area is now one of Hania’s most appealing neighbourhoods. The name derives, appropriately, from the Turkish word for gun.

The best-preserved section of the fortifications is the western wall, running from the Firkas Fortress to the Schiavo Bastion. The Turks invaded anyway, in 1645, and turned the fortress into a barracks and a prison. Entrance to the fortress is via the gates next to the Maritime Museum. Follow lanes to the top of the bastions for sweeping views down into the moat, which features a park along the base.

Right on the seafront and looking down over the east end of the harbour, the hulking 1591 Sabbionara Rampart bookends the more extensive western ramparts. Look for the large stone medallion depicting St Mark’s lion. Narrow paths lead down to tiny beaches where residents escape the heat.

EATING IN HANIA: BEST SEAFOOD RESTAURANTS

To Maridaki: This modern mezedhopoleio (meze restaurant) is usually packed, book ahead. Excellent locally sourced fare. noon-11pm €€

Tamam: Popular taverna in a converted Turkish bathhouse on a narrow lane behind the port. Fresh fish is enlivened with spices. noon-11pm €€

Thalassino Ageri: A delicious fish taverna among the vestiges of Hania’s old tanneries on the seafront. Tables on the rocks. 7.30-11pm €€€

Apostolis: In the quieter eastern port, one of the best bets for a waterfront seafood meal. Get the fresh calamari caught locally. noon-midnight €€€

Archaeological Treasures

Modern home for Crete’s ancient past

The setting alone in a striking building is reason enough to seek out the Archaeological Museum of Chania (amch.gr; adult/child €6/3). Artefacts from across Crete are displayed in two light-filled galleries, with plenty of signage offering details and context. Beautiful pieces from Neolithic to Roman times fill the main floor, with pride of place given to Roman mosaics that astound with their detail. Nearby, an engrossing display recreates the archaeological dig that uncovered a family home destroyed in a 365 CE earthquake. Look for details such as the little bag of coins they’d secreted away.

Other highlights include Late-Minoan clay baths used as coffins and an entire herd of clay bulls (used to worship Poseidon). You’ll also find Hellenistic gold jewellery, clay tablets with Linear A and Linear B script, and a marble sculpture of the head of the Roman emperor Hadrian. Upstairs is a private collection of Minoan pottery, jewellery and clay models. When you need some time out, relax in the breezy cafe with views from the deck to the Aegean.

The museum is 1.5km east of the Old Town in the historic Chalepa neighbourhood. Come in the afternoon, then after a two- to three-hour visit, walk back along the shoreline for pre-sunset views plus glimpses of hidden beaches below a tiny park and the remains of waterfront tanneries that were a major Hania industry 100 years ago.


TOURS & INFO

Boats of every shape and size tour the harbour and coast, especially at sunset. Tours offer a choice of glass-bottom, vintage or sailing boats and more. Some tours are all-day affairs and visit the remote beaches on the Rodopou Peninsula and Balos Beach on the Gramvousa Peninsula, which are difficult to reach via land. Tours on land cover much of western Crete. Check durations carefully, eg the trip for the hike in Samaria Gorge lasts from dawn until after dusk. The tourist office has limited hours but is an excellent source of info on special events and on getting around the region without a rental car. The official website (explorechania.gr) and app offer a wealth of info.



Maritime Heritage

Ships and boats through the ages

At the base of the Venetian-built Firkas Fortress at the western harbour entrance, the Maritime Museum of Crete (mar-mus-crete.gr; adult/child €4/3) celebrates the island’s nautical tradition with model ships, naval instruments, paintings, photographs, maps and memorabilia. A highlight of an hour-long visit is a large model showing Hania and its harbour and fortifications in the 17th century.

Historical sea battles are thoroughly covered, including the WWII-era Battle of Crete. Scores of elaborate models depict ships from ancient through modern times.

Across the harbour at the base of the breakwater, in a renovated 17th-century neorio (Venetian shipyard building), a museum annexe houses the Minoa, a painstaking replica of a Minoan ship, which sailed from Crete to Athens for the 2004 Olympic Games. Tools used in its making and photographs from the epic journey bring this remarkable feat to life.

EATING & DRINKING IN HANIA: BEST VIEWS

Pallas: At one of the better portside bets, enjoy modern takes on Cretan fare in wicker chairs; spectacular rooftop tables in summer. 8am-3am €€

Marina Sailing Club: Wonderful views and fewer crowds at the east end of the harbour. The place for a low-key drink at dusk. 7am-11pm €

La Bodega: Best of the row of touristy restaurants overlooking the port. Inventive fare and a long wine list with top Cretan choices. 11am-midnight €€

Pulse: Near Firkas Fortress, the vegan fare is much loved. Outdoor tables provide sunset and water views. 9am-10pm €€



MINOANS, VENETIANS & TURKS

The important Minoan settlement of Kydonia was centred on Kastélli Hill to the south of Hania’s harbour. It later flourished as an ancient Greek city-state during Hellenistic times and continued to prosper under Roman and Byzantine rule. Hania, along with the rest of Crete, was claimed by Venice following the Fourth Crusade (1204). The Venetians constructed massive fortifications to protect the city from pirates, the remains of which you can still see today. In 1645 Hania was captured by the Ottoman Empire, which maintained control until forced out in 1898. During the Turkish occupation, the city’s churches were converted into mosques and the architectural style received some Arabic flourishes. Hania was Crete’s capital until 1971, when the administration was transferred to Iraklio.
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Finding Ancient Ruins

Digging through 12,000 years

Right in Hania’s old centre, Kastélli Hill is loaded with an intriguing mishmash of ruins from across the millennia. Within 100m, you’ll find the remains of a Minoan palace’s foundations, Byzantine-era defensive walls and a Turkish hammam (bathhouse). And there’s more to see east along Sifaka street.

Excavations are ongoing at several locations; look for detailed plaques which explain recent findings. The discovery of clay tablets with Linear B script led archaeologists to conclude that present-day Hania sits atop an important Minoan city and palace site called Ancient Kydonia. Information boards at the location of the ruins give a wealth of detail about the site and Hania as it existed upwards of 12,000 years ago, during the Neolithic Period, which was not long after the Stone Age.


You can often see archaeologists working through the extraordinary number of layers that have built up over the aeons. The finest unearthed artefacts, such as Neolithic shards of pottery, are at the Archaeological Museum of Chania.

EATING IN HANIA: BEST MEALS IN A GARDEN

Kritamon Wine Restaurant: Trad and modern Greek fare in a serene, frangipani-draped garden. Long Cretan wine list. noon-midnight €€

Astrea Garden: Push past the streetside tables to the peddle-strewn shaded garden deep in the building, where diners feast on Cretan fare. 8am-11pm €€

Bohème: A pretty and pastoral tree-shaded terrace overlooks lush church gardens. Good eats and occasional live music. 8am-2am €€

Paradosiakó Kafeneío Pórta: Simple Cretan kafeneio (traditional cafe) on a narrow, atmospheric courtyard. 9am-11pm €€

Myriad Churches & Mosques

See where generations have worshipped

The Christian Venetians and the Muslim Ottomans, among others, have left their marks on Hania in myriad ways, not the least being their houses of worship. Legacies of the two major faiths collide across the Old Town, including at one of Hania’s most intriguing buildings.

The Venetian-era Church of Agios Nikolaos has both a bell tower and a double-balconied minaret – the latter replaced a second bell tower during its stint as a mosque under Turkish rule. Inside this working church, admire the massive bronze chandeliers dangling from a barrel-vaulted coffered ceiling. The church was originally part of a Dominican monastery founded in 1320, but the only section left from this era is the cross-vaulted arcade on the north side.

One of the prettiest and most dominant vestiges of the Turkish era is the Mosque of Kioutsouk Hasan, a dusky-pink multi-domed former mosque on the eastern side of the harbour. It was built in 1645, making it the oldest Ottoman building in town and, structurally renovated, it is now used as an events space. Soaring above the rooftops of the charismatic Splantzia quarter on the south edge of the Old Town, the Ahmet Aga Minaret is the one other remaining minaret from the Ottoman era.

The restrained, three-aisled Greek Orthodox Cathedral with its prominent bell tower is dedicated to the Virgin of the Three Martyrs, Hania’s patron saint. The present 19th-century structure sits atop an older church dating to the 14th century that was demoted to a soap factory during Turkish rule.

In the impressively restored Venetian Church of San Salvatore, the small but fascinating Byzantine & Post-Byzantine Collection (adult/child €3/2) is a museum filled with artefacts, icons, jewellery and coins spanning the period from 62 CE to 1913. Highlights include a segment of a mosaic floor from an early-Christian basilica, an icon of St George slaying the dragon, and a panel recently attributed to Crete-born El Greco.


WHERE TO HIKE IN HANIA

Vangelis Stavroulakis, a guide and instructor with the Hellenic Federation of Mountaineering and Climbing (trek@cycling.gr), shares his recommendations for where to hike in western Crete.

Beyond the obvious, Samaria Gorge, I like exploring the following – all have many different types of trails depending on your ambition and skill:

Mt Gingilos as far as the summit at 2080m. You start at the same place as Samaria Gorge, but you go up instead of down. The trek into the gorge from the Kallergi hut is incredible.

Figou Gorge is on a hiking loop with Agia Irini Gorge near Sougia. It is a beautiful way to link both.

Falasarna to Balos along the Gramvousa Peninsula. It’s stunning!



Crete’s Last Synagogue

Recalling a lost people

Crete’s only remaining synagogue, Etz Hayyim (etz-hayyim-hania.org; €4), was badly damaged in WWII and only reopened in 1999 with a mikveh (ritual bath), tombs of rabbis and a memorial to the local Jews killed by the Nazis. Today it serves a small congregation and has excellent exhibitions, including one on the huge effort that went into its restoration.

During WWII, all of Crete’s 300 Jews (mostly from this synagogue) were rounded up by the Nazis and put on a military tanker named the Tanais, for transport to Auschwitz. But they never made it; as the ship approached the port of Piraeus on 9 June 1944, a British sub torpedoed and sank it, killing all aboard. There’s a memorial to those killed (which also included Cretan resistance fighters and Italian POWs) just east of the harbour, at the north end of Koum Kapi.

An exhibition in Etz Hayyim covers this tragedy, but it also looks beyond Crete and documents the plight of the Jewish Sephardim people of North Africa. Many suffered grievously at the hands of the German army in WWII but have never been officially recognised as victims of the Shoah (Holocaust).

Finding the synagogue is a worthwhile endeavour: follow ever smaller lanes from Kondylaki until you discover it nestled among other 15th-century buildings.

EATING IN HANIA: BEST TAVERNAS

Pinaleon Fine Kitchen: A menu of the greatest hits of Greek classics is served in this spiffy yet unpretentious corner taverna. 1-10pm €€

Kouzina epe: Stylish cafe on a relaxed square serving an appealing mix of modern Greek fare and blackboard-listed daily specials. noon-7.30pm €€

Christostomos: Popular for its classic Cretan cuisine cooked over wood or in a pot. Most ingredients grown in-house; superb bread. 1-11pm €€

Kalderimi: A traditional taverna in Topanas that’s always busy. Cretan standards cooked with creative flair. 8.30am-11pm €€


FINDING TOP GUIDES & MAPS

For the many trekking adventures long and short across Crete, it’s good to have a quality map as the data in apps can be spotty. Also, mobile signals and battery life can be unreliable. Plus, there’s the joy of unfolding a big map to get the big picture.

Excellent sources for Crete maps in Hania include Mediterraneo Bookstore. It’s on the west side of the harbour and is a real treasure for its range of maps and local guidebooks. Another good source is Pelekanakis, on the Old Town’s main pedestrian street.

Look for the highly recommended Discover… On Foot walking and hiking guides (discoveronfoot.com). Titles cover much of Crete, including an excellent one for Hania city.
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Get Lost in Splanzia

Exploring narrow lanes by whim

Splanzia is an old Muslim neighbourhood built around a tangle of narrow lanes and semi-hidden passages running north of Ahmet Aga Minaret to Kastélli Hill and east towards Minoos street. Flowers tumble down from window boxes decorating the facades of buildings that have survived for centuries. Blind alleys bend around corners and open onto tiny squares drenched in sunshine. Wooden balconies are contrasted by elaborate wrought-iron grates.

Look for hidden surprises like the Chapel of Agia Irini, a tiny vaulted church sunk down below the modern pavement at the old street level. Thought to date to Byzantine times, the church quietly hints at its history with architectural details that offer myriad clues even if the big picture remains mysterious.

EATING & DRINKING IN HANIA: BEST CAFES

Monogram: Grab a street-side table for beans sourced globally, then roasted locally in Iraklio. Great conversational vibe. 7am-9pm

Kross: On a busy pedestrian street near the Plaka rebuilding site, enjoy excellent coffee drinks inspired by worldwide techniques. 8am-9pm

Emprime: Cool corner cafe in the heart of Old Town nightlife. Meet here to plan out the evening’s delights; fab people-watching. 8am-midnight

Mikro: Always bustling along the walkway overlooking the open vistas of the eastern waterfront. Good hot drinks and cold cocktails. 8.30am-midnight

Hit the Beach

Sandy escapes near town

You don’t need to drive or hop a bus to get to some fine strands of sand. Walk west from the Venetian fortifications along the filigreed shoreline to a wide bay and Nea Hora Beach. The 500m-long yellow-sand strip is backed by popular seafood tavernas and holiday-apartment rentals. Fairly shallow, it’s good for kids and popular with residents from April to October.

East of the Venetian Harbour, Koum Kapi Beach is a long and narrow crescent of sand that partially vanishes at high tide. Scores of cafes lure people to sip refreshments and gaze out at the crystal-clear water.

Longer coastal walks west from the Old Town yield yet more lovely escapes (you can also hop on a bus). Hrysi Akti (which translates aptly as Golden Sands) is a lovely 500m arc just 2.5km west; the shallow waters are suitable for families with young children.

Two small beaches make up the Agioi Apostoli (the Holy Apostles) area, sheltered coves that are perfect for families, around a 3.5km bus ride west of Hania. A further 1.5km on, small Kalamaki has placid, shallow waters, making it a good choice for families with young children. It’s also a centre for windsurfing.


HANIA FOR KIDS

If your youngster has lost interest in Venetian architecture, head to the Hania Municipal Garden, where there’s a fun playground, a small pond with turtles and an excellent cafe with a broad terrace.

Glass-bottom boats are always a captivating window into the briny depths and there are plenty of beaches requiring but the shortest of walks. On rainy days, head to the Maritime Museum for its array of models.

The giant water park Aqua Creta Limnoupolis (limnoupolis.gr; €17-25), 8km south of Hania, has enough slides and pools to keep kids delighted (and it’s across from a go-kart track).

Or go on a gelato-based tour of the Old Town.



Goal! Greece’s Football Museum

More memorabilia than will fit

The tiny Greek National Football Museum (galanolefkosfaros.gr; free) might look like a shop, but it’s crammed with more than 2000 items of soccer memorabilia (including jerseys from 400 other teams worldwide). Run by Nikos, the passionate president of the Greek Football Supporters Club, it houses signed shirts by legendary players such as David Beckham, Pelé and Zinedine Zidane, as well as the Euro 2004 cup won by Greece – an event remembered as if it was just yesterday by many Greeks.

EATING IN HANIA: BEST GELATO

Domenico Gelato & Coffee: In Topanas, artisans make your ice cream or gelato right in front of you. 10am-10pm €

Giannoulis Ice Cream: A local fave in the commercial district south of the Old Town. Creamy ice cream made with local sheep’s milk. 8am-3pm €

Oh La La: Join the queue at this popular soft-serve joint set amid good spots for quick bites. 11am-1am €

Gelato Follia Chania: A narrow shop you can’t miss near the harbour. Try the banofi or any of the fresh fruit flavours. 9am-9pm



HANIA’S BEST DESIGNER SHOPS

Philly: Say goodbye to anaemic pastels at this clothes shop with the motto ‘Life is too short for boring clothes’.

Sifis Stavroulakis: Beautiful naturalistic jewellery made in this small workshop takes on floral and human forms.

Georgina Skalidi: This renowned local designer creates wonderful contemporary leather bags, jewellery and accessories that are both elegant and fanciful.

Alexia: On a pedestrianised street of boutiques, this small shop displays jewellery created by Cretan designers.

Elegant Spirit: A family-run shop with a range of locally created decor items, bags, jewellery and more, all displayed in a cute little shop.
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Battle of Bougatsa

Choose your favourite

Popular throughout Greece, bougatsa is popular as a breakfast food or as a snack enjoyed throughout the day. Regional variations abound, with Hania’s being one of the best. Flaky filo dough is filled with local myzithra cheese, which is made from goat’s and/or sheep’s milk. Although it can be aged until it can be grated as a seasoning, the version used in bougatsa is like Italian ricotta. Served warm, the irregularly shaped portion is cut into small pieces and topped with sugary cinnamon.

Hania has two famous nearly adjoining bougatsa venues just outside the Old Town. Opened in 1924, Bougatsa Iordanis is the glossier option, and has an open front and a score of wooden tables. Watch the bakers work their magic from the window. Just south, Bougatsa Chania is simpler but is our pick for its outdoor tables on a tiny square. At either venue, enjoy your pastry with a coffee and don’t expect the day’s output to last much past 2pm. And don’t miss the bougatsa in Iraklio.

Savour Sunset

Where to see the evening spectacle

Hania’s position makes it a natural for enjoying the setting sun over the Aegean. There are many places to enjoy the spectacle of colours, from flamingo pink to fireball orange. The best is the landmark lighthouse, out on the breakwater; the dusk experience here is sublime. Many cafes on the harbour and up in Topanas also have good views, but get packed in summer. Consider strolling west along the shore to the beaches in the west.

EATING IN HANIA: CHEAP EATS

Pork to Beef Wild: A luxe variation on a corner souvlaki joint. Everything is top-quality; fries are sublime. noon-3am €

Delish Food Street Story: This corner fast-food outlet is popular for its casual Greek classics like perfectly grilled souvlaki. 5pm-midnight €

Oasis: Residents swear by the fresh and delectable gyros and souvlaki at this dollop-sized, old-school joint. Often sold out by 2.30pm. 10am-4pm €

Ta Kalamakia: Bare bones storefront puts the focus on the superb Greeks classics, including grilled lamb, pork and homemade sausage. 11am-midnight €

Active Fun

Surf, dive and hike Hania

Hania’s stretch of the Aegean is normally placid, which makes it good for beachgoers and swimmers. However, steady west winds also make the coast a good place for windsurfing. Surf Island (surfisland.gr) has a kiosk on the beach for gear rental and lessons. It also rents boards for surfing when the winds come from the north and waves develop.

For serious hiking and trekking adventures in the region, contact Mountain Services Trekking Plan Outdoor Activities (cycling.gr), which also arranges cycling tours and rentals.

Diving around Hania is good. Blue Adventures Diving (blueadventures.gr) has an office at the east end of the harbour. Its tours include spectacular caves on the nearby Akrotiri Peninsula.


HANIA’S BEST LOCALLY MADE GOODS

Exantas Art Space: Great postcards with old photos, rare books, handmade arts and crafts by Hania artists, Cretan music, and art and kids’ books.

Nikos: Give your feet some fresh air with sandals from this shop run by a family that’s been making them since 1945.

Cretan Knives Skalidakis: Knives of all sizes are an important part of Crete’s hardscrabble culture and this family-run shop has been selling them since 1938.

Mitos Art: Sculptures and jewellery inspired by ancient Cretan treasures are displayed in this appealing shop.

Agora: Watch for the reopening sometime in 2026 of this iconic cross-shaped central marketplace, home to many vendors.



Delicious Local Food

Crete’s best fare

Thanks to long culinary traditions, Crete is known for its food, and Hania is known for having some of the best on the island. The mountains and fertile plains yield all manner of foodstuffs, from prized meats to luscious, seasonal vegetables. Cheeses, preserves and extra virgin olive oil are all superb.

In Hania, residents revere Drandaki Bakery, which still uses a wood-fired oven fuelled by logs from the hills. Batches of different breads appear throughout the day and sell out quickly. A visit here allows you to watch bakers as they knead dough.

For the full range of local food, you can’t beat the Saturday Market along Minoos at the east end of the Old Town. Scores of vendors offer the best that Crete has to offer. For the finest selection, get there before noon; have brunch at streetside tables set up by food vendors.

Terra Verde is a small shop that specialises in locally produced organic foods. Its cheese selection comes from tiny dairies up in the mountains. Try the sublime creamy black garlic creation.

At To Stachi, almost everything used in the excellent vegan and vegetarian dishes is grown on the nearby farm of Stelios Michelakis and his family. Stelios arrives each day at 5am to start baking the excellent whole-grain bread. Another bastion of housemade Cretan foods is Christostomos.

DRINKING IN HANIA: OUR PICKS

Fagotto Jazz Bar: Tables spill down the hill to the port at this Topanas classic. Fine tunes inside the dark confines and tables outside. 9pm-3am

Plaka: Choose from an array of Greek microbrews while the engaging owner spins tunes from his vinyl collection. Located slightly above the fray. 11am-late

Sinagogi: More club than mere bar; DJs spin funk and Greek pop, outdoor areas are perfect for late-night lounging. noon-4am May-Oct

Barfly: In the heart of Old Town, a cocktail bar made for conversations with friends. Great beer list, lots of tables outside. 8pm-5am




DISCOVER OLD HANIA


Experience the narrow lanes and centuries-old beauty that make Hania’s old town unmissable on an easy walk suitable for all.
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	START

	END

	LENGTH




	Venetian Fortifications

	Lighthouse

	2km; two hours





Begin at the far western end of the Venetian harbour, where the old 1 Venetian Fortifications meet the sea. Continue deeper into the Topanas neighbourhood – one of Hania’s most appealing – and follow tiny alleys to the top of the fortifications, with their views west over the 2 Moat.

Curve down through vine-shaded lanes to Kondylaki and find your way to 3 Etz Hayyim Synagogue, which documents the once-thriving local Jewish community. Walk north to the harbour and loop around to the prominent 4 Mosque of Kioutsouk Hasan, which symbolises one of the many cultures that have held sway in Hania.

Continue along the waterfront to the 17th-century 5 Grand Arsenal, which often has interesting cultural exhibits. Follow streets south to 6 Ancient Kydonia. People have lived here since Minoan times. Signs detail the discoveries of the ongoing archaeological digs.

Make your way back to the waterfront and towards the base of the breakwater to take a break at the 7 Marina Sailing Club, a cafe with superb harbour views that is rarely thronged.

Refuelled, begin your walk along the 500m-long 8 Breakwater. If it’s summer, bring water as the sun is relentless. Finish at the 9 Lighthouse, with its 360-degree views.







Beyond Hania
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Easy day trips around Hania yield ancient ruins, characterful villages, important monasteries and sweeping views. Hidden beaches lure the adventurous.



Places

Akrotiri Peninsula

Aptera

Vamos

Gavalohori

Vryses

Agia Marina & Around

Rodopou Peninsula



 

The northeastern corner of Hania prefecture includes the Akrotiri Peninsula, northeast of Hania town. It’s a barren, hilly stretch of rock covered with scrub and Hania’s airport, but it also features two isolated and moody monasteries. Further east, the village-dotted Apokoronas Peninsula (which is more like a promontory) is rich with day-trip possibilities. Highlights include the restored village of Vamos. Overlooking it all, including the busy port of Souda, is the unmissable ancient site of Aptera.

To the west of Hania, there are long beaches, some dominated by package-tour hotels, while others are mellow. Beyond Kolymbari, the barren and rocky Rodopou Peninsula may be 4WD country but, with guile, you can discover inaccessible beaches and important ruins.


GETTING AROUND

Much of the region immediately around Hania is best explored with your own wheels. There is a scattered bus service to major points on the Akrotiri Peninsula and along the main coast road west to Kolymbari. Should you drive, note that the many narrow roads are often jammed with traffic in summer as residents and visitors compete with farm vehicles for right of way. What seems like a paltry 20km can easily turn into an hour-long slog.



Akrotiri Peninsula TIME FROM HANIA: 20–30MIN [image: jpg]

Sandy escapes at day-trip beaches

Little coves of sand can be found around the Akrotiri Peninsula, a short drive east from Hania. Marathi Beach is a lovely spot beyond the airport with two sandy coves and turquoise waters on either side of a small pier. The ruins of Ancient Minoa are next to the car park and it has a couple of tavernas.

While it might be a white-knuckle drive down hairpin bends to reach Seitan Limania, the incredibly vivid turquoise waters of this secret cove are more than worth it.

Near the peninsula’s northern tip, Stavros Coves’ sandy beach is covered with umbrellas and lines a cove dominated by a mammoth rock. It famously served as the dramatic backdrop for the final dancing scene in the classic 1964 movie Zorba the Greek which starred Anthony Quinn.

Wanna stay longer? For a quiet beach holiday, you’ll find tidy hotels on coves along the west coast of the Akrotiri Peninsula. Note: if you hear incredibly loud planes roaring overhead, they’re likely military jets as Hania’s airport on the peninsula is also a busy NATO air base.



SOUDA BAY’S LEGACY

Souda Bay is a deep natural harbour that has been an important strategic base for centuries. As such, it’s seen more than its share of fierce battles. Old fortresses still dot the surrounding hills, today it’s the site of large Greek and NATO naval bases plus a busy cruise port. In the 19th century the Turks built up Souda Bay as a replacement for the overcrowded and shallow port in Hania. It was the scene of much fighting during WWII. At the head of the bay on a quiet beach, the Allied War Cemetery (cwgc.org) is a striking memorial with 1500 white crosses against a backdrop of blue water and flawless green grass. You’ll soon notice how many of the dead are either very young or unnamed.



Lonely & evocative sacred sites

Only 30 minutes by car from Hania is one of the best reasons to explore the Akrotiri Peninsula: the impressive, beautiful 17th-century Moni Agias Triadas (€3) is an active monastery with an opulent library, magnificent altarpiece, Venetian-influenced domed facade, Cretan School icon paintings and flower-packed gardens. The monastery shop sells wine made from the surrounding vineyards and olive oil from nearby orchards. The store also has a small folk museum displaying traditional tools and machinery used in the production of raki, olive oil, honey, butter and more.

A sinuous 4km north, the 16th-century Moni Gouvernetou (€3) may date as far back as the 11th century, from a time when an inland sanctuary was an attractive refuge from coastal pirates. The building is under restoration and it’s often not open. But the site has an appealing solitude. There are fabulous hikes with brilliant Aegean views in the surrounding barren hills.

From Moni Gouvernetou it’s around a 2km (30-minute) walk (uphill on the way back!) down to the coast to the ruins of Moni Ioannou Erimiti. In disuse for many centuries, the monastery is dedicated to St John the Hermit (aka John Xenos), who lived in the cave behind the ruins, at the bottom of a rock staircase, around the 11th century.

Aptera TIME FROM HANIA: 25min [image: jpg]

Marvel at Crete’s best Roman ruins

The ruins of the ancient city of Aptera (ancientaptera.gr; adult/child €4/2) – a window into Roman Crete – are less than an hour by car east from Hania. The site is spread over two hills that lord grandly over Souda Bay. Founded in the 7th century BCE, Aptera was one of the most important city-states of western Crete and was continuously inhabited until an earthquake destroyed it in the 7th century CE.

Excavations have exposed the remains of a fortified tower, a city gate and a massive wall that surrounded the city. You can walk into Roman cisterns and follow paths around the main sights. Close by and surrounded by olive trees, an amphitheatre has been sensitively restored, as has a 2nd-century-BCE Greek temple. In the 12th century, the monastery of St John the Theologian was established; the reconstructed monastery is at the centre of the site.

At the western end of the Aptera ruins, the imposing Turkish Koules Fortress enjoys a sweeping view of the bay. It was built in 1866 when the Cretans were in a state of near-constant revolt.

Archaeologists suspect that only a fraction of Aptera’s Roman ruins have been excavated. Be sure to get the excellent brochure from the ticket office, which will guide you on a typical two-hour visit. It’s about 13km east of Hania.

EATING BEYOND HANIA: TOP PICKS

I Sterna tou Bloumosifi: An old stone taverna in Vamos serving excellent Cretan cuisine. Try the gavros (anchovy) in vine leaves. 6-11pm €€

Arismarí: On a back lane in alluring Gavalohori; a changing menu of homemade Cretan standards, prepared with panache. 8am-9pm €€

Patrelantonis: A fine seafood taverna with tables on the pebbly Marathi beach shaded by tamarisk trees. There’s a good wine list. 9am-10pm €€

Tzitzikas: Near Armenoi, organic Cretan fare is served by a river. Unique offerings include hazelnut and cabbage salad. noon-10pm Fri-Sun €€
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Moni Agias Triadas | Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock ©

Vamos TIME FROM HANIA: 35min [image: jpg]

Savour timeless Cretan life

If you only visit one village near Hania, make it Vamos. It’s one of a troika of traditional villages in close proximity (Gavalohori and Vryses are the others) in the Apokoronas region that are seemingly untouched by the 21st century. All are easily reached east from Hania by car in under an hour.

Vamos is a pretty 12th-century village of restored stone buildings that was the scene of a revolt against Turkish rule in 1896. It continues to embrace traditional life, helped by infusions of EU money that have been used to restore buildings and showcase the crafts and products of the region.

Make the Vamos Village Tourist Office (vamosvillage.gr) your first stop. It’s crammed with regional information and can arrange all sorts of fascinating tours of the region’s cultural and natural attractions. Pick up the superb walking-tour map of the village and set out for an absorbing one- to two-hour walk.

In Vamos’s ‘main square’, which is really just a wide spot in the road in the centre of the village, regulars seem permanently rooted to their favourite seats at three neighbouring kafeneia (traditional cafes). Tables spill across the pavement; nab one and soak up the action. You can buy local raki, herbs, organic olive oil, herbal honey and other Cretan products at various shops.


HANIA’S BEST RURAL SIGHTS

Hania’s hinterlands are dotted with attractions that celebrate Cretan life and culture. The following are southeast of the city:

Church of St Nicholas: This tiny 11th-century Byzantine church snoozes away in a lonely and atmospheric valley. It’s surrounded by orange trees.

Armenoi: A tiny country village emblematic of dozens across the region. Stroll under shady plane trees and get a coffee at Kiosky cafe.

Kanakis Olive Oil: An award-winning old-fashioned olive-oil press and factory off the E75 in Apokoronas. Gives tours and tastings (oliveoil-kanakis.gr).

Arevitis Farm: Contact the farm (tbfchania@gmail.com) to join in making cheese and yoghurt, sheering sheep and feeding the animals.



Gavalohori TIME FROM HANIA: 35min [image: jpg]

Stroll a Venetian-era village

The charming village of Gavalohori is a scenic 3.5km drive northeast of Vamos through hills covered with carob, cypress and olive trees. Dating to the 11th century, it’s well-preserved and radiates out from a main square that features a large memorial to local war dead.

Stroll the narrow lanes and soak up the charm. A twin-vaulted olive-oil mill dating back to Venetian times is usually open; follow the signs. Don’t miss the Byzantine wells, Venetian arches and Roman tombs about 1.5km above the village.

A short walk signposted from the main square, the Folklore Museum (€4) is located in a typical Venetian-era house. More engaging than many similar museums, exhibits include examples of the impossibly intricate local weaving style, woodcarving, stonecutting and other Cretan crafts. Take a moment to untangle the secrets of the wine press that doubled as a bed.

Pause for a drink at one of two facing decades-old cafes in the centre.



EXPLORING ON FOOT

Berend Wolffenbuttel, guide and publisher of the ...on Foot series of guidebooks to Crete, highlights some hidden spots in the Hania area to discover (discoveronfoot.com).

One of the special areas is the historical village of Kandanos. Here you find many ancient Byzantine chapels and olive groves. Many of these chapels have been nicely restored and have beautifully preserved frescoes. In one of the olive groves, close to the chapel of Agios Georgios, you find the Monumental olive tree of Kandanos, estimated at about 3000 years old.

Apokoronas boasts traditional villages with nicely restored houses that are interesting to visit, like Vamos, Gavalochori and Douliana. You can walk between those villages and along ancient paths that pass cave churches like Agios Antonios and Agios Ioannis.



Vryses TIME FROM HANIA: 30min [image: jpg]

Have a coffee, see a monastery

Stop for a coffee and excellent yoghurt and honey at Vryses, a centre for the region’s agricultural products. Cafes feature tables under the trees next to a pebbly riverbed that often flows with water. It’s an inviting stop.

Just 2km north on the road to Vamos, the intriguing St George Monastery dates back to 1600 and is surrounded by olive groves. The photogenic highlight is the 1860 olive-oil factory, which has 12 arches artfully soaring overhead. Restoration is ongoing both here and at the neighbouring Venetian villa, which is notable for its unadorned lines.

Agia Marina & Around TIME FROM HANIA: 20min [image: jpg]

Endless beaches in Hania’s tourist hub

The coast running 25km west from Hania city to Kolymbari is lined with long, sandy beaches. This is the heart of the region’s mass tourism and there are dense clusters of holiday developments along the coastal roads. But amid the modest water parks, mini-golf courses and go kart tracks, there are some fine stretches of beach with few developments such as Paralia Gerani that are good day-trip destinations from Hania. The largest town is Agia Marina and it has all the beachside tavernas and cafes you could hope for.

Rodopou Peninsula TIME FROM HANIA: 25-50min [image: jpg]

Follow Turkish footsteps in Kolymbari

At the eastern base of the peninsula, the former fishing hamlet of Kolymbari has developed into a small tourist resort, taking advantage of the village’s long pebbly beach. Always worth a stop – even if you’re cruising west – Moni Gonias was founded in 1618. The monastery was damaged by the Turks when they landed here to conquer Crete in 1645 but was rebuilt in 1662 and extended in the 19th century. The monastery houses a unique collection of icons dating from the 15th to the 19th centuries in its impressive museum. The seafront location is scenic and the monastery is an evocative place to explore.
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Lake Kournas | Nastya22 /Shutterstock ©

Leave the rest of Crete behind

Most of the barren, rocky Rodopou Peninsula is 4WD country and an all-day outing from Hania. Once past the villages clustered near its base, the rest is mostly uninhabited. A paved road goes as far as Afrata, but then becomes a dirt track that meanders through the peninsula. The village has a good taverna and is close to a gravelly beach.

The Roman-era Diktynna ruins at the end of the peninsula feature the namesake temple for the Cretan goddess of hunting. It’s a wind-blown site that seems far from the rest of the island. When you grow weary of ancient civilisations, there’s a fine beach. Some boat trips from Hania come here.


CRETE’S ONLY LAKE

Despite being surrounded some of the Med’s best beaches – or maybe because of it – Cretans flock to the island’s only natural, freshwater body of water, Lake Kournas. It’s about 1.5km in diameter, 45m deep and fed by springs. A narrow, sandy strip encircles the lake and you can walk part way around.

The crystal-clear water changes colour according to season and time of day. It’s off-limits for swimming (to protect the environment) but you can hire pedal-boats and canoes. Kids love spotting the turtles, crabs, fish and snakes that make the lake their home. It gets crowded in summer.



EATING IN THE RODOPOU PENINSULA: TOP PICKS

Leventis Taverna: This award-winning taverna in Ano Stalos attracts residents and visitors for its refined, locally sourced Cretan cuisine. 1-11pm €€

Manousakis Winery: A family-run business for over 30 years, this winery in Vatolakkos is known for its rosé and its Cretan restaurant. noon-9pm €€

Sonio Restaurant: Long-running beachside taverna in Platanias combines a rustic vibe with a polished menu and service. 9am-11pm €€

Tis Litsas Ta Kamomata: Worth the drive up the Rodopou Peninsula to Afrata; both the taverna classics and the views are sublime. 11am-6pm €€





Hora Sfakion
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WATERFRONT VIEWS | FERRY HUB | OUTDOOR PURSUITS

Hora Sfakion has long been renowned in Cretan history for its streak of rebellion against foreign occupiers. Today the tiny fishing village is an amiable place that caters well to visitors using the many ferries. Many are Samaria Gorge hikers on their way back to Hania. Others are day-trippers intent on beach time at wildly popular Loutro. Most pause just long enough to catch the next bus out or find their parked rental car, but there’s sufficient appeal here to tempt you to stay.
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Sights

1Anopoli

2Aradaina Bridge

3Aradena

4Battle of Crete Memorial

5Marmara Beach

6Paralia Glyka Nera

7Vrissi Beach

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

 Liquid Bungy (see 2)

EATING

 Bakery Orfanoudakis (see 1)

8Cafe Despina

9Cretan Divine Family Bakery

 Platanos Taverna (see 1)




GETTING AROUND

Hora Sfakion is a hub for the Anendyk ferries (anendyk.gr) that serve the southwest coast, including Loutro, Agia Roumeli (for Samaria Gorge), Sougia, Paleohora and Gavdos Island. In summer, even the largest – which also carry cars – can get jammed. Buy tickets as far in advance as possible to avoid the ticket booth crush when your ship comes in.

Avoid car hassles by using the buses to/from Hania (two hours) and Frangokastello (30 minutes). The main road out of town to Crete’s north coast has arresting views.



Port Action

Sipping a drink and watching ferries

The semi-circle of cafes overlooking the harbour provides stadium seating as packed boats come and go up and down the coast. Cafe Despina is a top choice for its excellent baked goods and coffee.

Whether people-watching or hustling to/from a ferry, pause at the Battle of Crete Memorial overlooking the harbour. Large bronze plaques tell the story of the doomed fight against the Germans in 1941 and the local region’s role in the resistance.

Hide Out on Paralia Glyka Nera

Leave crowds and clothes behind

Paralia Glyka Nera (aka Sweetwater Beach) is reason enough to stay local in Hora Sfakion. It’s on a sheltered cove backed by steep cliffs and the lovely strip of sand never gets crowded. A few tamarisk trees offer shade and it’s popular with nudists. A small cafe photogenically perched on an offshore rock rents umbrellas and sun chairs. Take a ferry or hike the vertiginous 3.5km coastal path. If pressed for time, Vrissi Beach is just west of the port.


[image: ] TOP TIP

Schedule information for the ferries can be hard to nail down as websites and even posted schedules in town may not be entirely helpful. Fortunately, agents are usually willing to help you sort things out.



Village Life

Sweeping views and roasted goat

A scenic, winding, hair-raisingly steep 12km road west from Hora Sfakion takes you to Anopoli, a quiet village in a fertile plateau at the base of the Lefka Ori, with a memorial to resistance fighters in the main square. It was one of the few areas that did not fall to the Venetians or the Turks. In keeping with the hardy populace, tavernas serve hearty meals featuring lamb roasted over woodfires, a Cretan favourite.

Just east of town, Cretan Divine Family Bakery is known for cookies and kalitsounia (Cretan cheese pies), or enjoy homemade ice cream at outdoor tables in summer. The views around the plateau are divine. In the village, Bakery Orfanoudakis is good, as is Platanos Taverna, which also rents rooms.

Take the Gorge Plunge

Bungee jumping and hiking

The abandoned stone hamlet of Aradena, about 14km west of Anopoli, is famous for the Aradaina Bridge (aka Vardinogiannis Bridge), which crosses the Aradena Gorge. Look down into the depths in fascinated horror as the iron structure rattles under your wheels. You may see people jumping into the gorge from the bridge – at 138m, it’s the highest bungee-jumping bridge in Greece. For details, contact Liquid Bungy (bungy.gr).

The popular Aradena Gorge hiking route to the teal waters of Marmara Beach goes through the gorge and is a two-hour (3.5km) trek that’s unsuitable for novices. From the beach, you can hike the roughly 1km to the nearby port of Loutro and catch one of many ferries back to Hora Sfakion. Alternatively, other trails from Aradena reach Marmara Beach via ancient churches.


LOCAL FIGHTING SPIRIT

Under Venetian and Turkish rule, Hora Sfakion was an important maritime centre and (along with Anopoli high in the mountains) the nucleus of the Cretan struggle for independence. The town played a prominent role during WWII when thousands of Allied troops were evacuated by sea after the Battle of Crete.







Beyond Hora Sfakion
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Beyond the gateway of Hora Sfakion are many adventures along Crete’s most beautiful coast and soaring mountainous interior.



Places

Loutro

Imbros Gorge

Frangokastello Castle

Gavdos Island



 

The mountainous province of Sfakia extends from the Omalos Plateau down to the southern coast and has some of the island’s most spectacular landmarks, including the Lefka Ori (White Mountains) and Mt Gingilos (2080m) in the rugged interior. The memorable drive down to Hora Sfakion – descending through the mountains on numerous loopback turns overlooking the sea – is one of the most dramatic sights in Crete. From here, there are short drives to the fortified outpost of Frangokastello, scenic ferry rides or hikes to the popular car-free beach town of Loutro and adjoining beaches, as well as real adventures trekking the Imbros Gorge or making the boat trip out to remote and uninhibited Gavdos Island.


GETTING AROUND

For the Imbros Gorge hike, taxis can be arranged at both ends to handle getting to/from Hora Sfakion. Frangokastello can be reached from Hora Sfakion by bus. Loutro is linked by several small ferries which also stop at Paralia Glyka Nera. Stavros Taxi Boat (stavros-taxiboat.com) offers custom trips all along the southwest coast.

The main roads from Hora Sfakion head north to Crete’s north coast and scenically east along the south coast to Plakias and beyond.



Loutro TIME FROM HORA SFAKION: 30min [image: jpg]

Beach town only reachable by ferry

Outside of summer, the pint-sized fishing village of Loutro is a tranquil crescent of flower-festooned white-and-blue buildings hugging a narrow pebbly beach between Agia Roumeli and Hora Sfakion. It has no road access, which should make it isolated and mellow; however, in peak season, it is massively popular with day-trippers, which means the tavernas are packed and oiled bodies so fill the narrow beach that they ape the grilled sardines on lunch plates just a metre away.

Escape the mobs on an easy dirt path west. A 10-minute walk brings you to the iconic Church of Sotiros Christou, which lords it over the sea from its prominent knoll. From here, agile hikers can scramble up to the remains of a Venetian castle. A further 20 minutes along the easy coastal path you reach Likos Beach, a bayside area that’s fast-growing thanks to its road access.

The best beach near Loutro is Paralia Glyka Nera, a stop for some ferries between Loutro and Hora Sfakion or a 3.5km coastal walk east.

And if you’re ready for some action on the sea, you can rent gear in summer for windsurfing and SUP in Loutro. Hotel Porto Loutro (hotelportoloutro.com) rents canoes, sea kayaks and personal pedal-boats for exploring Loutro’s coast. Chania Boat (chaniaboat.gr) rents out small powerboats from Loutro, no licence needed.
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Imbros Gorge | Arkady Zakharov/Shutterstock ©

Imbros Gorge TIME FROM HORA SFAKION: 10–25min [image: jpg]

Best hike for Crete’s beauty

The popular Imbros Gorge hike is easily reached on a day-trip from Hora Sfakion (and Hania) and is the best reason for staying in Hora Sfakion. Often compared to the famous Samaria Gorge hike, this walk is recommended entirely on its own merits. At 8km it is slightly less than half the length of the Samaria hike yet still packs in a lot of natural wonders. Most importantly, it is far less crowded than its nearby famous counterpart.

The old mule path (which was also used by thousands of British troops evacuating Crete in 1941) is bracketed by 300m-high walls lined with fig and almond trees, cypresses and oaks. At one point the sheer cliff-faces are only 2m apart. Another highlight is an arch of stone over the path. Goats abound.

The route begins in the tiny village of Imbros. Small markets have supplies and snacks for your walk; be sure to bring a lot of water. Wear sturdy shoes as the path has many large and loose stones. The starting point is at 780m and the route descends 130m to the finish point in Komitades, which also has a small market. From there you can follow the narrow road 4.6km down to Hora Sfakion or get a taxi.

A plethora of ‘official’ entrance and exit signs posted by tavernas at both ends of the walk claim to offer the best access to the gorge.


HIKING THE COAST

The best way to explore the south coast is by combining ferry rides with hikes, such as along the long-distance E4 trail.

The 30-minute walk from Loutro to Likos Beach is easy. Continue on for another 15 minutes to reach mostly undeveloped Marmara Beach. From here, heading west, the path gets rockier and more rugged, but if you’re reasonably fit, and have sturdy footwear (plus a lot of water), you’ll find the route rewarding.

You can then go another 9.5km along the coastal path to lonely and isolated Agios Pavlos Beach, with its tiny 10th-century chapel. Another easy 4.5km takes you to Agia Roumeli.

Going east from Loutro, spectacularly sited Paralia Glyka Nera is midway on the 7km path to Hora Sfakion.



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND HORA SFAKLION

Oasis Taverna: On a beach 900m east of Frangokastello Castle; great sea view from the terrace. Good for a drink or a meal. 9am-10pm €

Taverna Stratis: Just above Loutro’s crowded waterfront, serves all manner of woodfire-grilled meat. Good view through palm trees. 1-10pm €€

Cafe-Taverna Drosia: Good place in Imbros village for a coffee or a meal. Lovely tree-shaded tables outside. 9am-9pm €

Nikos Restaurant: Bills itself as ‘small paradise’ and we can’t argue. Overlooking isolated Likos Beach, serves excellent drinks and meals. 7am-11pm €


FUN ON THE FERRY

Ferries along the south coast are highly practical, but they are also immensely enjoyable – if you travel with the right attitude. Much of the coast is uninhabited, with a stark beauty from the multi-coloured sheer cliff-faces and the occasional isolated and idyllic-looking beach. The large ferries of the main carrier Anendyk and the many smaller, independent boats are all open-air, allowing you to relax on deck, while you glide past the incredible scenery at a blissfully sedate pace. The large ships also have snack bars, so sipping your beverage of choice adds to the pleasure. However, boat travel along the coast requires patience and understanding. Schedules are elusive and punctuality uncertain. In summer, boats can get crowded, but you should still be able to find a peaceful corner on deck.
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Frangokastello Castle | Pauline Price/Getty Images ©

Frangokastello Castle TIME FROM HORA SFAKION: 30min [image: jpg]

Imposing beachside fortress

Sitting dramatically alone on the south coast, Frangokastello Castle (open 9am to 6pm) is a massive 14th-century fortress, which was constructed soon after the Fourth Crusade (1204) by the Venetians, who sought a stronghold against pirates. The legendary Ioannis Daskalogiannis, who led a disastrous rebellion against Ottoman oppression in 1770, was persuaded to surrender at the fortress but was later flayed alive by the Turks. On 17 May 1828, in one of the bloodiest battles of the Greek War of Independence, 385 Cretan rebels made a last stand here. About 800 Turks were killed along with the rebels.

Legend has it that at dawn on each anniversary, the rebels’ ghosts, the drosoulites, can be seen marching along the beach. The name comes from the Greek word drosia meaning ‘dew’, which may refer to the dawn moisture during the hours when the ghosts are said to appear.

In recent years the castle was given a massive refurbishment and now welcomes visitors, who can explore its inner courtyard and fortified towers. Look for the carved lions over the main entrance.

Right outside the walls, Orthi Ammos Beach is fabulously wide and sandy. It slopes gradually from dunes into shallow warm water, making it ideal for kids. There are good cafes.


Gavdos Island TIME FROM HORA SFAKION: 3¼hr [image: jpg]

An offbeat, idiosyncratic escape

In the Libyan Sea, a 45km ferry ride from Hora Sfakion, Gavdos Island is Europe’s most southerly point. It’s a blissful spot with only a few rooms, tavernas and unspoilt beaches, some accessible only by foot or boat. There’s little to do here except swim, walk and relax. Indeed, the offbeat pleasures of Gavdos may hold you – like Odysseus – captive.

The island is surprisingly green, with almost 65% covered in low-lying pine and cedar trees and vegetation. There are no villages per se on Gavdos Island, just hamlets and loose encampments. Boats land at Karave on the island’s eastern side, which has tavernas and a mini-market. Among the meagre population, there’s a pervasive neo-hippie vibe and many residents seem to be visitors who never caught their return boat to Crete.

Anendyk ferries (anendyk.gr) serve Gavdos from Hora Sfakion and in peak season sail sporadically from other coastal towns such as Paleohora. The ferry schedule doesn’t allow a day-trip visit, but charter operators offer pricey day trips. Note that bad weather can suspend services, so be prepared to stay longer than you expect. Also, much is closed between October and April; check opening times in advance.

 

Touring the island

The biggest beach community on Gavdos Island is at Sarakiniko. Among tavernas here, Chelóna is on the sand and serves a daily catch from the family fishing boat. It has the swinging hammock vibe found across the island.

Lavrakas beach is a half-hour walk from Agios Ioannis and offers one of the most remote beach encampments. There’s a natural freshwater well, and tanned, naked campers blend in with the surroundings.

Potamos and Pyrgos are even more remote but gorgeous beaches on the northern coast (there are no facilities). The restored 1880 lighthouse on the road to the village of Ambelos has a cafe.

South of Karave, Korfos has a pebbly beach and a couple of tavernas with rooms. From here a 3.5km trail leads down to Tripiti – the southernmost tip of Europe. Three giant arches carved into the rocky headland are the island’s best-known natural feature.

Boat owners offer full- and half-day cruises, including trips to the even more remote, uninhabited island of Gavdopoula. Gavdos Boat Cruises (gavdosboatcruises.gr) organises tours and charter services.


GAVDOS’S CAPTIVATING HISTORY

Archaeological excavations indicate that Gavdos Island was inhabited as far back as the Neolithic period. In the Graeco-Roman era, Gavdos, then known as Clauda, belonged to the city of Gortyna. There was a Roman settlement in the island’s northwestern corner. Under the Byzantines, Gavdos was the seat of a bishopric, but when the Arabs conquered Crete in the 9th century the island became a pirates’ nest. Some contend that Gavdos is the island Ogygia, home of the legendary nymph Calypso of Homer’s Odyssey, although there is much debate on this, with some scholars placing Ogygia as far away as Corfu. Regardless, the story goes that Calypso held Odysseus captive, promising him immortality if he’d stay with her. He declined and escaped after seven years.







Sougia


[image: jpg]

BEAUTIFUL BEACH | ROMAN RUINS | GREAT FOOD

Sougia is one of the most chilled-out and refreshingly undeveloped southern beach resorts on Crete. Well-spaced and mellow cafes and tavernas line a tamarisk-shaded waterfront promenade along a grey pebble-and-sand beach that has a smattering of rental loungers. Besides lazing on the long and uncrowded beach, this is the place to hike. The impressive nearby ruins of Lissos are easily reached on the long-distance coastal path that runs east and west.

For such a small coastal town, Sougia offers delicious dining. You can spend a week working through the options. Tavernas on Sougia’s waterfront are also great spots for a drink. An even better option is to get your drink of choice and relax on a quiet lounger under the stars.

Sougia offers several low-slung places to stay, all appropriately low-key. A couple are on the waterfront, while the rest are on the main strip about 100m to 200m from the water.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Agia Irini Gorge

2Lissos

Sights

3Agios Antonios

4Cape Flomes

5Polyphemus Cave

6Sougia Beach

7WWII Resistance Memorial

Sleeping

8Aretousa

9Lotos Seaside Hotel

10Oceanis

11Syia Hotel

EATING

12Erontas-Diktamo Cafe

13Omikron

14Taverna Rembetiko

15To Tzitziki sto Almiriki




GETTING AROUND

Sougia is 67km south of Hania on a good but winding road. Expect to take at least two hours for the drive, or you can get a bus (1¾ hours). It’s also on the Hora Sfakion–Paleohora car-ferry route.

Signs posted around town give the contact info for local boat owners who can take you to remote spots on the coast or pick you up from places such as Lissos and Agios Antonios.



Quiet Beach

Never a crowd

Sougia’s 1km-long grey sand-and-pebble beach is ideal for leaving other people behind. It gets some decent surf at times, especially if there is a storm out in the Libyan Sea. At other times, the surf is barely a ripple, though the drop-off is steep, so it’s not ideal for families with small children.

Groups of campers and nudists enjoy the mostly deserted and utterly undeveloped eastern end of the beach, where large rocks spilling into the sea offer protection from the wind and scattered trees provide shade.

There are even more isolated beaches along this stretch of coast. Local boat owners can provide transport.


[image: ] TOP TIP

R-e-l-a-x. It’s easy to figuratively wash ashore in Sougia and never leave. Rooms are reasonable, and there’s a great range of food and services. Ferries and hiking paths connect you with popular and hidden south coast highlights. And the long beach makes it easy to laze away your days.




Hike Irini Gorge

Plenty of shade, no crowds

Lush vegetation, including a forest of trees, is just one of the highlights of the Agia Irini Gorge hike, which is blissfully unvisited. As you descend, look for small caves dotting the cliff walls. The air is redolent with wild herbs much of the year – smell the sage in summer! Places where you can enjoy a picnic under a tree within the sound of babbling water are sublime.

Conditions along the 7.5km trail, which descends 500m, make it unchallenging for most active people, although you will have to clamber over boulders at times. In spring, the river can rise and wash out parts of the trail, which will make the overall rating difficult. There’s plenty of shade along the route and the path is well maintained. It’s open year-round and the gorge entrance is just below its namesake village, about 17km driving from Sougia on the main road to Hania. You can easily arrange a ride from Sougia to the starting point. The end-point is some 7km from Sougia along a sun-drenched but mostly traffic-free side road. However, if you don’t want to hike this segment, the rustic Taverna Oasis at the exit is both a good spot for a break and a place to summon a taxi back to Sougia.


WHY I LOVE SOUGIA

Ryan Ver Berkmoes, Lonely Planet writer

Spending a day amid the ancient splendour of Lissos before savouring the views on the lovely and adventurous walk back to Sougia is about as good as travelling gets for me. Everything about Sougia is idyllic. The east end feels far from modern life and is the perfect place to take an actual printed book and read it cover to cover with only the gentle sounds of the sea for accompaniment.




Unmissable Ancient Lissos

Walk back to the 1st century BCE

The ruins of ancient Lissos are an enjoyable hike from Sougia on the coastal trail to Paleohora. Lissos arose under the Dorians, flourished under the Byzantines, and was destroyed by the Saracens in the 9th century. A port for inland Elyros (now gone), it was part of a league of city-states, led by ancient Gortyna, that minted its own gold coins inscribed with the word ‘Lission’.

Most of what you see dates from the 1st to the 3rd centuries BCE, when Lissos was known for its curative springs. Excavations have uncovered a headless statue of Asclepius along with 20 other statue fragments now in Hania’s Archaeological Museum. You can still see the marble altar base that supported the statue next to the pit in which sacrifices were placed. Among the excavated ruins are a mosaic floor of multicoloured stones intricately arranged in beautiful geometric shapes, and images of birds and unusual barrel-vaulted tombs on the western slopes of the valley. Lissos also has a fine pebbly beach near the dock for boats to and from Sougia.


SOUGIA’S INDEPENDENT REGION

Like the region of Sfakia to the east, the land around Sougia is known as a no-nonsense place which has taken a dim view of outside interlopers through the aeons. Traditionally known as Selino, it comprises a large portion of the southern slopes of the Lefka Ori. With 30 peaks over 2000m high, this range has always been a formidable barrier between the southwest coast and the rest of Crete.

Only in recent decades have improved roads and tourism opened up the region. Residents remain fiercely proud of their independence and honour it in many ways, including with a large WWII resistance memorial off the main road to Sougia.



Coastal Treks

Untrod beaches and wild wonders

Like most south-coast villages, Sougia has great access to hiking territory. The most popular walk is to the archaeological site of Lissos, some 3.5km away. It’s on the coastal E4 path to Paleohora (though much of the trail is somewhat inland from the coast), which is 13km west.

Past Lissos, you’ll walk along a plateau carpeted with brush that weaves to and from the coast and offers some breathtaking views over the Libyan Sea. Eventually, you’ll pass over Cape Flomes. Your reward for the effort is several hidden coves and beaches before you reach Paleohora.

Allow five to six hours for the nearly shadeless walk and take plenty of water plus sturdy footwear and a hat. In summer it’s best to start early in order to finish before the heat of the day.

Going east from Sougia, it’s a strenuous but rewarding 11km out-and-back trek to a solitary chapel, Agios Antonios, on the uninhabited bay of the same name. Besides the little rose-hued church that could be out of a movie set, the water here is refreshingly brisk, as it’s fed by springs. This is one of the wildest stretches of the south coast, with few signs of habitation. For a mythological detour, head up on the 2.5km round-trip trail to Polyphemus Cave, which is named for the Cyclops giant that Odysseus ran into on his trip from Troy.

EATING IN SOUGIA: OUR PICKS

To Tzitziki sto Almiriki: Refined Cretan specials and a good, varied menu. Like most local tavernas, it has beachfront tables. noon-10pm €€

Omikron: A refreshing change from taverna staples. Watch for specials like the delicious baked calamari, made with local herbs. 8am-11pm €€

Taverna Rembetiko: Cretan mountain fare from a woodfire grill is served in a homey setting back from the beach under gnarled trees. noon-midnight €€

Erontas-Diktamo Cafe: A waterfront spot with great coffee drinks – a good place to start the day. Meals served all day; bar is busy at night. 8am-1am €




EXPLORING ANCIENT RUINS


The ruins of ancient Lissos are a superb 3.5km hike from Sougia on the coastal path to Paleohora.
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	START

	END

	LENGTH




	Sougia

	Lissos

	3.5km; two hours





Set out in the morning before the heat of day so that you can explore the ruins at your own pace and lounge around the beach in the perfect little cove. Before setting out, confirm when small boats will make the 15-minute return trip from Lissos to Sougia.

The walk starts at the far end of 1 Sougia’s tiny port. Enter 2 Lissos Gorge and follow the yellow and black trail markers, which will lead you to Lissos.

After about 1100m the trail ascends the west bank through a fragrant 3 pine forest. You emerge onto a 4 wide plateau open to the sun. Cross this diagonally for about 750m until you reach a spectacular 5 viewpoint.

The first sight as you reach the valley floor is the 3rd-century-BCE 6 Temple of Asklepion. It was built next to one of the springs and named after the Greek god of healing, Asclepius. Work your way south, encountering 7 Agios Kirkos, a Byzantine chapel. Next is the recently excavated 8 Graeco-Roman theatre. Nearby is a shady 9 rest area with drinking water and information boards detailing the town that prospered here until the 9th century. Finally, head towards the 10 beach.







Beyond Sougia


[image: jpg]

From the perfect beach town of Sougia, you can easily reach the world-class Samaria Gorge and other mountain treats.



Places

Samaria Gorge

Agia Roumeli

Fournes

Theriso

Meskla

Lakki

Omalos



 

A stunning mountainous drive from Sougia, deep in central Hania province, the Omalos Plateau breaches the towering Lefka Ori. Most people come here for the world-class Samaria Gorge hike, the all-day adventure that is one of the best outdoor activities in Greece. The trail follows a dramatic cleave in the mountains right down to the coast. At the base, the little port town of Agia Roumeli is a ferry hub and an appealing stop in its own right.

In the hills, little villages are redolent with the scents of orange trees and the many other crops grown. Superb tavernas, small museums, historic churches and spectacular scenery reward visitors who brave the curvaceous roads.


GETTING AROUND

Off the main road from Sougia to Hania are sinuous mountain roads leading to the start of Samaria Gorge. The sights and villages are varied and often spectacular. In these steep peaks and valleys of the Lefka Ori, roads offer many options to/from Sougia and the north coast and Hania. To properly explore the nooks and curving crannies, you’ll want to rent a vehicle.



Samaria Gorge TIME FROM SOUGIA: 50min [image: jpg]

Crete’s world-class hiking

Samaria Gorge (samaria-gorge.gr; adult/child €5/free) is one of Europe’s top geological wonders. The best way to experience the gorge is by hiking its 18km-length from the starting point in the hillside village of Xyloskalo near Omalos. You begin at an elevation of 1230m and end at sea level in Agia Roumeli.

The first segment is a steep, serpentine stone path that descends 600m into the canyon. Continue on to arrive at the simple, cypress-framed Chapel of Agios Nikolaos. Beyond here the gorge is wide and open for the next 6km until you reach the abandoned settlement of Samaria, whose inhabitants were relocated when the gorge became a national park. This is the main rest stop.

Next is a 14th-century chapel dedicated to St Maria of Egypt, after whom the gorge is named. Further on, the gorge narrows and becomes more dramatic. At 11km, the walls are only 3.5m apart and you’ll find the famous Sideroportes (Iron Gates), where a rickety wooden pathway leads hikers the 20m or so across the water.

The national park ends at the 13km mark just north of the almost abandoned village of Palea (Old) Agia Roumeli, where it’s a further 3km to the sea. All along the route stay alert for kri-kri, a mountain goat that’s native to Crete, and enjoy the wildflowers blooming in profusion as well as the bird-watching.

Day trips to the gorge are heavily marketed to tourists across Crete and it gets crowded in summer. Start as early as you can manage to literally get ahead of the crowds.

Crucially, the park’s north entrance is open 7am to 1pm from May to October. After closing, visitors are not permitted to walk the entire trail as everyone needs to be out of the park by 4pm. Sturdy shoes are a must (note the sad faces of those trying to hike in flip-flops).

EATING IN AGIA ROUMELI: TOP CHOICES

Faragi Taverna: Widely spaced wooden tables with sea views welcome gorge hikers. All the standards, prepared well. 7am-11pm €

Rousios: At the base of the Samaria Gorge trail; serves food from their farm in a lovely garden. Get the honey. 1-10pm €

Paralia: Views of the dock and sea as you wait for a ferry. Why stand in the sun when you can have a coffee or cocktail here? 7am-10pm €

Ágios Pávlos: Idiosyncratic but delicious cafe with fab views, 4km east of Agia Roumeli on the Loutro trail. Don’t depend on it being open. hours vary €€
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Agia Roumeli | NurPhoto/Getty Images ©


SAMARIA’S WILDLIFE

Besides remarkable geology and scenery, Samaria Gorge is also home to some of Crete’s most interesting animals.

Consider yourself a lottery winner if you spot the kri-kri or agrimi, a wild goat with sabre-like horns, a brownish coat and a dark ring of fur around its neck. It’s rare but has been spotted in the gorge. Given the goat’s striking appearance, it’s no wonder that it features in so much Minoan art. Today only a few survive in the wild.

You may also spot a lammergeier (bearded vulture) – one of the rarest raptors on the continent. It has a wingspan of nearly 3m, so there won’t be any doubt if you do see it.

Finally, watch underfoot for the non-venomous European rattlesnake.



Agia Roumeli TIME FROM SOUGIA: 40min [image: jpg]

Relax in an under-appreciated seaside village

Most people just pass through Agia Roumeli after they’ve hiked through Samaria Gorge and are waiting to leave. But the town – accessible only by ferry or on foot – is worth more than just a fleeting visit. Away from the cafes swamped by ferry passengers, there are some fine tavernas. There are also modest guesthouses, some with sea views. Rather than flee with the masses on the late-afternoon ferries to Hora Sfakion and Sougia, you can relax in a quiet port town with a pebble beach lapped by the sparkling sea.

Note: the village is also popular with those doing the gorge the ‘lazy way’: by hiking just a short distance north. It’s also the starting point for the 14km-hike east along the unspoiled coast to Loutro. This excellent trek passes idyllic beaches and tiny churches.

EATING IN THE MOUNTAINS: TOP CHOICES

Ntounias: One of the best rural tavernas; memorable organic lunches made using old Crete techniques creatively updated. Book. noon-6pm €€

Taverna Halaris: In a grove below the church in Meskla, old-school mountain dishes are served without a menu – just see what’s cookin’. 9am-11pm €

Seli: With a view that won’t quit, a simple taverna at the bend in the road that’s the heart of Lakki. Like dining at your favourite Cretan aunt’s. 9am-11pm €

Xyloskalo: At the north entrance to Samaria Gorge, get breakfast before the trail. Coffee is welcome on misty mornings. 7am-2pm €


ROADSIDE SHRINES

Buzzing around Crete’s winding roads in the hinterlands, you’ll see them everywhere: dollhouse-sized chapels on pedestals by the roadside. Called kandylakia, they come in myriad variations, some simple, some elaborate, some weathered, some shiny and new. A votive candle may flicker behind tiny dust-encrusted windows, faintly illuminating the picture of a saint. They are especially prevalent on hairpin corners, blind bends and the edges of precipitous slopes, and though they have often been put there by the families of those who died in an accident at this very spot, some are also set up in gratitude by those who miraculously survived such accidents or to honour a particular saint.



Fournes TIME FROM SOUGIA: 70min [image: jpg]

See the Botanical Park & Gardens of Crete

On the main Hania–Omalos road, about 4km south of Fournes, the excellent Botanical Park & Gardens of Crete (botanical-park.com; adult/child €7/4) can easily absorb two hours of your time. Built by a family with green thumbs, the 15 hectares of lush gardens have themed sections that include medicinal, tropical, ornamental and fruit trees, all well signed and beautifully arrayed from mountaintop to valley floor. The shop sells goods grown here. The restaurant makes for a refreshing stop. Heaping dishes of typically Cretan fare are made with produce grown on site.

Theriso TIME FROM SOUGIA: 2hr [image: jpg]

Fantastic village & food

At the foot of the Lefka Ori, at 500m above sea level, Theriso holds a special place in the hearts of Cretans. The site of historical battles against the Turks, it’s famous for its connection with statesman Eleftherios Venizelos and Crete’s late-19th-century revolutionary period. These days it’s popular for its fine tavernas that host marathon Sunday lunches. The small Museum of National Resistance (€2) chronicles Crete’s resistance movement from 1941 to 1945, but there’s limited information in English. From the north, the drive to Theriso via Perivolia is spectacular: a steep and winding road follows a coursing stream through a green oasis and the 6km Theriso Gorge. The rugged mountain terrain features an ever-changing landscape and is a splendid way to reach Omalos. Just imagine lines of partisans snaking through the trees.

Meskla TIME FROM SOUGIA: 2hr [image: jpg]

A church with a three-tiered history

If you detour up a left fork in the road going south after Fournes, you’ll twist along a gorge offering beautiful views of Meskla. Next to the modern Church of the Panagia is a 14th-century chapel built on the foundations of a 6th-century basilica that might have been built on an even earlier temple of Aphrodite. Stroll the area, then relax under the forested shade along the river.

EATING IN THERISO: TOP CHOICES

Taverna Leventogiannis: Courtyard under a canopy of plane trees; serves classic mountain fare. Popular with families on Sundays. noon-8pm €

Ampelitsiá Thériso: Modern taverna serving traditional dishes like lamb grilled over wood fires. Finish with house-made cheeses. noon-8pm €€

Cheimōnanthós: Last stop for many of the region’s sheep, lambs and goats. The smell of roasting meat wafts over the road on weekends. noon-7pm €

Taverna Madares: Inviting terrace in the centre of town; some tables overlook the kitchen garden which produces superb tomatoes in summer. noon-7pm €
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Lakki | leoks/Shutterstock ©

Lakki TIME FROM SOUGIA: 75min [image: jpg]

A village with a view

On the main road to Samaria Gorge from the north coast, unspoilt Lakki is 24km from Hania. With its sweeping outlook – you can see across the gorge to Meskla – the village feels like a balcony overlooking Crete. The imposing church, Agios Antonios, stands proud and can be seen from afar. The town plaza at its base is a good place to pause for a meal with a vista.

Omalos TIME FROM SOUGIA: 1hr [image: jpg]

Cool air, cool hikes

Most people hurry through Omalos on their way to Samaria Gorge, but for those inclined towards solitude or the outdoors, this plateau settlement warrants a longer stay. During summer the air is bracingly cool compared with the steamy coast, and there are great mountain walks. It’s also a good base to overnight and wake up early to hit Samaria Gorge ahead of the crowds.


ACCESSING SAMARIA GORGE

Day trips start at the park’s north entrance (aka Xyloskalo) and include a pick-up from either Sougia or Hora Sfakion, after a ferry ride from Agia Roumeli.

It’s possible to do the gorge on your own, combining public buses to and from Hania with a ferry ride, but you’ll have to start very early – a plus in summer as it gets you on the trail ahead of the masses. From Sougia there is a morning bus in summer or you can hire a taxi to reach the gorge entrance. Ask around, as often you can put a small group together to share the cost. Return to Sougia by the ferry.







Paleohora
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CHOICE BEACHES | FINE DINING | GOOD HIKES

Appealing, laid-back yet buzzy and full of character, Paleohora also has a surprising setting. It lies on a narrow peninsula jutting out into the Libyan Sea, flanked on one side by a long, curving, tamarisk-shaded sandy beach (Pahia Ammos) and on the other side by a pebbly beach (Halikia). Shallow waters and general quietude make the village a good choice for families with small children.

The most picturesque part of Paleohora is the maze of narrow streets below the castle. Cafes spill out onto the pavement and morning coffees seem to never end. Paleohora attracts many walkers for loops in the area and longer-distance jaunts, including the excellent trail to Sougia.

At dusk scores of seafood tavernas set up tables along Halikia. Competition is fierce and Paleohora easily has the best eating on this far west end of the island. The nightlife along the narrow lanes and at the beach clubs, while not manic, is, well, intoxicating.
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Sights

1Halikia Beach

2Museum of the Acritans of Europe

3Pahia Ammos

4Venetian Fort

Sleeping

5Anonymous Homestay

6Casbah Boutique Hotel

7Libyan Princess

8Soula Rooms and Apartments

EATING

9El Greco

10Taverna Methexis

11Third Eye

12To Peiratiko Bar Restaurant

Drinking & Nightlife

13Agios

14Monika’s Garden Wine Bar

15Nostos Club

16Zephyros




GETTING AROUND

Paleohora is flat and walkable from one beach to the other. It’s the western terminus of the southwest coast car ferries run by Anendyk via Sougia, Agia Roumeli, Loutro and Hora Sfakion. Buses come from Hania (two hours). Notos Rentals (notoscar.gr) offers affordable one-way car hire between Hania and Paleohora, if you want to create a complex route with cars, ferries and buses for your western Crete adventures.



Pick Your Perfect Beach

Not one, not two, but many

The liveliest town on the southwest coast boasts many beaches: two that define the town and numerous others nearby. You can easily find the perfect one to match your mood.

Paleohora’s two bookend beaches each have a name that tells you all you need to know about its character: Halikia Beach (Pebble Beach) and Pahia Ammos Beach (Sandy Beach).

Halikia is on the eastern side of the peninsula. It can be better protected from the wind than Pahia Ammos, but often disappears during high tide for the 300m north of the ferry dock.

Pahia Ammos has a wide and long stretch of fine, tan sand. When the winds kick up it’s good for windsurfing and other water sports. The drop-off is gradual, so it’s also great for kids. It has the best sunsets in town and a string of beach bars with a thatched vibe. You’ll find it on the western side of Paleohora’s peninsula.


Continuing west of town along the broad crescent of the scalloped shore is a string of beaches like a pearl necklace.

Paralia Psilos Volakas is a small rocky cove that’s well-protected from the wind and an easy 2km walk from town.


[image: ] TOP TIP

Even in summer Paleohora has so many places to eat that you’ll never need to book. Rather, wander around the centre, where you’ll find dozens of choices. At night the streets and lanes west of the ferry dock are closed to cars, and tables cover the pavement.



Go for a Country Walk

A beach, a church and views

About 5km east of Paleohora, lovely Anydri Gorge snakes from the namesake village 3km along a riverbed to gorgeous Gialiskari Beach. It’s an easy walk, but there isn’t much shade, so prepare accordingly.


From Paleohora, take the road that goes past the campsite and follow the paved road (bordered by steep rocks) that forks to the left to the village of Anydri, some 5km northeast of Paleohora. Its founding fathers were two brothers from Hora Sfakion fleeing a murderous vendetta, which is why most villagers have the same surname. The Church of Agios Georgios has 14th-century frescoes and a movie-set-worthy bell tower.

Signs in the village direct you to Anydri Gorge. After a few hundred metres on a footpath, you’ll encounter an overgrown path on the left. Red markers direct you to the lush gorge. After walking along the usually dried-out riverbed, you’ll discover the shimmering delight of wide and curving Paralia Gialiskari, about 1.5km from Anydri. The nicest stretch is the area with coarse sand at the eastern end, left of the beach bar. There are several inviting coves where people may be getting an all-over tan. From here you can head west back to Paleohora.

Alternatively, you can walk directly east on the E4 footpath for an all-day hike that follows a 13km trail running mostly along the coast to Sougia. From Paleohora follow signs to the campsites to the northeast and turn right at the sign for Anydri (which is to the left). After about 2km the path climbs steeply for a beautiful view back to Paleohora. You’ll pass Gialiskari Beach then continue east, eventually reaching Ancient Lissos and then Sougia.

EATING IN PALEOHORA: TOP CHOICES

To Peiratiko Bar Restaurant: Its name means ‘pirate’. Excellent modern Greek cuisine. Offers cooking classes. noon-11pm €€

Taverna Methexis: At the south end of town, tables spill across the street and circle a tiny lagoon. Good Cretan fare. 1-11pm €€

El Greco: On the long strip of seafood restaurants along Halikia Beach, this two-level taverna stands out for its Med-inspired menu. noon-11pm €€

Third Eye: A local institution with a stylish new look. Features a changing daily vegetarian menu with Asian and Middle-Eastern accents. noon-11pm €€


SPOTTING DOLPHINS

If you’re on a ferry or boat near Paleohora, watch for bottlenose dolphins who come to feed in the shallow waters near the coast where squid abound, much to the delight of the dolphins – and calamari-munching humans.

The bottlenose species found off the southwest coast of Crete differ from those found elsewhere in the world: they have larger tails which are thought to aid in heat dissipation necessitated by the summertime water temperatures.

Although not so rare as to provoke headlines when spotted, the dolphins are wily and there’s no guarantee they’ll appear; there are no regular dolphin-spotting cruises. Still, on a ferry trip towards Sougia, keep a look-out for the familiar triangle fins zipping along the surface.



Scenic Back-Road Options

Explore the hills above Paleohora

Back roads in the hills above Paleohora yield sublime charms, whether coming from Hania or shuttling to Sougia or Elafonisi.

Instead of the main road to the north coast via Kandanos, a much smaller alternative runs northwest from Paleohora to the road for Elafonisi. This more pastoral option runs via the nearly imperceptible villages of Voutas and Kamatera. You'll pass minor gorges, tree-shaded streams and fragrant orchards. Consider a minor diversion to Azogires.

For Sougia, try the swirling route into the hills via Anydri. As you follow the rippled topography, the coastal views will have you stopping often before joining the main road near Papadiana.

Note that these roads are narrow, the bridges often one-lane and the curves sharp.

DRINKING IN PALEOHORA: OUR CHOICES

Monika’s Garden Wine Bar: One of the town’s best spots. Many Cretan choices by the glass and good cocktails too. 6pm-1am

Nostos Club: Facing Halikia Beach with a hopping open-air terrace. Take in the dusky glow, and if you manage it, watch the sunrise. 6pm-8am

Agios: Raconteurs cocktail their afternoons away at street seats. One of a cluster of bars in the heart of town. 7am-3am

Zephyros: Seats and loungers so comfy, you won’t want to leave. The place on Pahia Ammos Beach for sunset; good drinks and food. 11am-11pm





Beyond Paleohora
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Magical beaches and little winding roads with wild stretches filled with sea views, villages and lofty peaks.



Places

Elafonisi

Innahorion Villages



Paleohora makes a fine base for exploring some of Crete’s most rewarding back roads and for visiting one of its most extraordinary natural wonders, Elafonisi Beach. Crowded in the summer, it’s deserted in the spring and fall when it is one of the Mediterranean’s most magical spots. And, you can meander the coast and discover more magical beaches.

Small but easily driveable roads lead to bucolic villages, past stunning ravines where olive trees cling to precipitous cliffs and the passage of time seems a foreign concept. Go slow and leave your schedule behind. Whether it’s wiggling your toes in Elafonisi’s pink sand or tasting honey in a mountain Innahorion village, you’ll savour taking your time in this fascinating region.


GETTING AROUND

Elafonisi Beach is one of the top day-trip destinations in western Crete. Convoys of buses descend the access road starting mid-morning every day May to Oct. Elsewhere you’ll need a car to enjoy the scenic pleasures of the region. Just know that however long you think your drive will take, double it. Road conditions and appealing diversions are many. Consider fascinating back roads like those towards Paleohora.



Elafonisi TIME FROM PALEOHORA: 1hr [image: jpg]

Pink sand, blue water

Scene of a zillion selfies, Elafonisi is an improbable beach with a swirl of fine pinkish-white sand, turquoise water and gentle dunes tucked into Crete’s southwestern corner. A string of semi-secluded coves stretches out beyond the long, wide strand where Elafonisi Islet lies, occasionally connected to the mainland by a thin, sandy isthmus or easily reached by wading through 50m of metre-deep water. And that water! It’s absolutely clear and usually quite warm in summer. There are many shallow areas good for kids and cooling strolls along the shore.

The many separate beaches at Elafonisi mean that you can usually find one sheltered from any wind. In summer, however, you may find it harder to escape the crowds that descend upon the area in huge numbers. Patches of loungers look like anchovies in a can. Cafes and markets line the access road.

 

A quieter beach

Leave the Elafonisi crowds behind at Kedrodasos Beach. Head about 2km east past olive groves and greenhouses where winter tomatoes are grown to a 400m-long rough and rocky track to a parking area. Trails scented by sage and stunted cedar trees lead down to a craggy shore dusted with powdery brown sand.


When the weather is right, windsurfers glide across the translucent waters and when the surf is uncommonly strong you might see a surfer or two. Kedrodasos feels untouched by tourism and services are few. Bring your own umbrella or catch some shade under one of the beachside shrubs. And don’t skimp on water and refreshments.


HOW TO ENJOY ELAFONISI

Elafonisi is less than idyllic in summer when hundreds of umbrellas and sunbeds clog the sand and vehicles form an immobile conga line. But you can still enjoy the beach even on the busiest days.



Stairway to gold

Beautiful Moni Hrysoskalitissas Monastery (adult/child €2/free) is perched on a rock high above the sea. The church is recent, but the monastery is allegedly a thousand years old and may have been built on the site of a Minoan temple. The monastery has two small museums on-site: a folk museum with a selection of weavings and objects from rural life, and an ecclesiastical museum with mostly icons and manuscripts.

Hrysoskalitissas means ‘golden staircase’. Some accounts suggest that the topmost of the 98 steps leading to the monastery was made of gold but could only be seen by the faithful. Another version says that one of the steps was hollow and used to hide the church’s treasury. It’s all a good contrast to the beach experience.

Look for the site 5km north of the beach on the main Elafonisi road.

Innahorion Villages TIME FROM PALEOHORA: 20min–2hr [image: jpg]

Charm, mountains and huge views

In the hills above Paleohora are some of western Crete’s most scenic and unvisited mountain villages. All are best experienced together as part of a day-long drive (which allows for frequent stops).

Known as the Innahorion villages (derived from Enneia Horia, meaning ‘nine villages’), the hamlets are spread across the far-western region, along roads between Paleohora and Falasarna. The 22km segment of coastal road from Kefali to Sfinari is one of Crete’s most beautiful: it winds around cliffs with magnificent coastal views unfolding after every bend.

Just 9km north of Paleohora, Azogires and its sylvan valley are the places of legends involving river Nereids (nymphs) in its waterfalls and medieval ascetics who inhabited cave dwellings. Both the waterfalls and the caves can be visited today. Stop in at Alfa Restaurant for information. The road is barely one lane here, which compels drivers to savour the beauty.


Elos, some 31km northwest of Azogires, is the Innahorion region’s largest town and the centre of the chestnut trade. The plane, eucalyptus and chestnut trees around the main square and its pair of tavernas make Elos a cool and relaxing place to stop. Behind the main square stand the remains of an aqueduct that used to power the old mill.

Some 2.5km west of Elos, and immediately west of the turn-off for the Elafonisi road, is atmospheric Kefali, with its 14th-century frescoed church and lofty views from roadside cafes.

Going north, the villages lining the coast enjoy lofty locations between mountains and ravines. The hamlet of Pappadiana, about 2km west of Kefali, has a cute cafe. Some 5km further on, the road rises into the mountains before the superlative sea views from a bluff at barely-there Amygdalokefali.

Continuing along the now-descending coastal road, Kambos, a tiny village at the edge of a gorge, has beach access and duelling tavernas. Finally, Sfinari – 9km further north – is a languid farming village with good surf lapping a long grey-stone beach with excellent beachside fish tavernas. Pick a quiet spot to soak up the views.

EATING BEYOND PALEOHORA: TOP CHOICES

Elaias Thea: Join gaggles of happy Crete families at this mountain restaurant near Anoskeli with superb trad food. 1-9pm €€

Glykeria: Top taverna on the main road north of Elafonisi; family-run, it offers Cretan classics, burgers, pasta and seafood, as well as sea views. 9am-10pm €€

To Kafenio Tou Azogire: Mismatched tables inside and out, rural Cretan fare, good coffee drinks and a welcoming vibe. 8am-10pm €

Captain Fidias: One of several seafood restaurants on the beach in Sfinari. Rents loungers by day and grills up briny delights by night. noon-9pm €€
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Sfinari Beach | JGA/Shutterstock ©


SELLING FRUITS OF THE LAND

The verdant hills of southwest Crete are renowned for agricultural bounty. Beehives are scattered in the shade of chestnut and olive trees. Sun-dappled fields of herbs such as lavender, thyme, sage and oregano scent the air. Stone farmhouses hold pint-sized distilleries for clear and strong raki, the drink of choice after every meal and throughout the day (and night).

You won’t want for opportunities to purchase olive oil, honey, dried herbs and raki. Hand-drawn signs touting these products dot the roads and sometimes it feels like there’s a stand laden with products around every bend on the mountainside roads. Many cheerfully offer samples, others exist entirely on the honour system, their owners busily making more to sell.







Falasarna
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WHITE SAND | ANCIENT RUINS | VERMILLION SUNSETS

Crete’s best sunsets are refracted into millions of vermillion sparkles at Falasarna, a growing beach town. Its sweeps of pink-cream sand are considered among the island’s finest and are popular for their clear water, rolling waves and water sports. The daytime shrieks of frolicking beachgoers are replaced by hushed awe during the spectacular sunsets. By night the thump of beach party dance music reverberates around the bay.

Falasarna has no centre as such – hotels, tavernas, cafes and markets are scattered about the sandy hills. Options multiply each year as development accelerates.

Aside from the beaches, Falasarna is famous for the ruins of a 4th-century city-state and trading centre that was once an important harbour. Wandering among the ongoing excavations and seeing the latest discoveries is one of the best ancient-world experiences on Crete.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Ancient Falasarna

2Baby Beach

Sights

3Big Beach

4Paralia Livadi

5Small Beach

Sleeping

6Falasarna Bay

7Hotel Sun Set Kampouraki Maria

8Magnolia Apartments

EATING

9Alikia

10Exohiko

11Galasia Thea

Drinking & Nightlife

12Orange Blue




GETTING AROUND

Falasarna is linked to Hania by bus via Kissamos (1¾ hours). There’s plenty of parking at the beaches, except Baby Beach. The ancient site and all the beaches are easily walked; in fact, you can usually follow the sand from one beach to the next. However, the land rises quickly going inland – many tavernas and guesthouses can be a steep climb, although the compensation is broad views.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Pack minimal beach gear as you can rent everything from loungers and umbrellas to water-sports equipment. This will let you easily wander the entire coast sampling the vibe at the different strands.



Falasarna’s Marvellous Beaches

Pink sand, rolling waves

Falasarna’s beaches come in many flavours – and names. All feature magical pink-cream sands, teal waters and arresting sunsets.

Big Beach (Paralia Megali), or ‘Falasarna Beach’, is indeed big. Nearly 1km long, the fine, white sand sweeps from north to south in a gentle curve. Spread your towel at the quieter southern end where dunes provide isolation from the road or pick a spot in one of the coves separated by low rocky spits further north.

Small Beach (Paralia Mikri) is a diminutive version immediately south. Backed by a low rocky hill, it’s often less crowded.


Baby Beach (Paralia Moron) is the most like a party beach in Mykonos. A path from a parking area on a bluff runs down to a boardwalk through loungers serviced by beach clubs and bars.

Along with superb water clarity, Falasarna’s beaches can experience big waves: long rollers coming from the open Mediterranean that are larger than what you typically find along the south and north coasts. Still, swimming in the shallow bays is good.

Falasarna gets busy from mid-July to mid-August, but you can move south to less crowded alternatives like Paralia Livadi.

WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN FALASARNA

Exohiko: Back from the dunes at Big Beach, get sand between your toes on the terrace (which is great at sunset). Good Greek standards. 10am-11pm €€

Galasia Thea: On the cliff overlooking Small Beach from its huge lawn terrace. Offers mayirefta (ready-cooked meals) good for picnics. 10am-11pm €€

Alikia: Far to the south on a small bay with a nascent ribbon of sand, popular for its well-prepared classics and seafood. The fries draw raves. noon-10pm €€

Orange Blue: Buzzing all summer long behind Baby Beach, serves drinks and meals on its terrace or you can enjoy them down on the sand. 10am-1am €€

An Ancient City-State

Captivating Roman ruins

Archaeologists reveal more of fascinating Ancient Falasarna with each passing year. The ruins are reached via a 2km stone and dirt road. Look for useful info boards near the entrance, with a QR code linking to an app providing plenty of information. Further on are the remains of the wall that once fortified the town and what was the small harbour. At the top of the hill are the remains of an acropolis wall and a temple, as well as four clay baths. Other discoveries include towers, a public road, water tanks and a wine factory.


THE LOST PORT

The Falasarna area has been occupied since at least the 6th century BCE, but it reached the height of its power as a city-state in the 4th century BCE. Although ancient Falasarna was built next to the sea, its ruins are now about 400m inland.

Ancient Falasarna owed its wealth to agricultural produce from the fertile valley to the south. It was the west-coast harbour for Polyrrinia but later became Polyrrinia’s chief rival for dominance over western Crete. The Roman invasion of Crete in 67 BCE destroyed ancient Falasarna. It was rebuilt but finished off for good by the 365 CE earthquake, which raised the harbour 6.5m out of the sea, rendering it useless.







Beyond Falasarna
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Remote, rugged and famous, the beach at Balos is a Crete icon. Base yourself in beguiling Falasarna and journey north.



Places

Gramvousa Peninsula

Ancient Polyrrinia

Kissamos



 

Far northwestern Crete is little affected by tourism. The coast here is defined by the virtually uninhabited Gramvousa Peninsula, with Balos Beach and the offshore islet Imeri Gramvousa and its Venetian fortress. Balos is gorgeous and seems to feature in every Cretan tourism marketing campaign. The catch is you either come by the rugged road or join a crowded day trip by boat.

Falasarna is a good base for exploring the region. Far more developed is the major town Kissamos, which has scads of hotels, holiday apartments and tavernas, although little more of interest.

To the south, the redoubtable mountaintop ruins of Polyrrinia amid lush countryside make for a fascinating day trip.


GETTING AROUND

There’s a frequent bus service between Hania and Kissamos (one hour), with a few buses continuing to Falasarna (40 minutes). If you get off at the entrance to the Balos Beach road, it’s a hot and dusty 12km walk. Day trips by boat to Balos Beach mostly leave from Kissamos port on the west side of town. In summer there is a daily boat from Falasarna’s Small Beach. Roads inland from Kissamos are a tangle of narrow but scenic lanes.



Gramvousa Peninsula TIME FROM FALASARNA: 1hr [image: jpg]

Stunning Balos Beach and a Venetian fortress

The beautifully wild and remote Gramvousa Peninsula razors up into the Aegean. Its star attraction is the remarkable beach of Balos, at Cape Tigani on the west side of the peninsula’s pointy tip.

Sandy Balos Beach is a stunner. Backed by a stark landscape, the beaches surround a shallow lagoon with turquoise waters. It draws huge crowds in summer. At its best, this remote and undeveloped beach is a heavenly scene, with lapping waters shimmering with darting fish; however, if the tide is out, the wind is whipping up or it’s overrun by day-tripping visitors off the boat, it can be a letdown. Note: there’s no shade at Balos, but there are loungers and umbrellas. Bring a good picnic and plenty of water; there is a small cafe.

The offshore island of Imeri Gramvousa is a major stop for day-trippers arriving by boat. It was of strategic importance to the Venetians, who built a fortress here that today is a major attraction.

Ancient Polyrrinia TIME FROM FALASARNA: 30min [image: jpg]

Climbing a hilltop aerie

The mountaintop ruins of the ancient city of Polyrrinia are both a compelling immersion in history and a walking adventure. Views from this defensible peak are sweeping. Its most impressive feature is the acropolis, built by the Byzantines and Venetians.


When you arrive in the namesake town, step into the main cafe, Palaio Kafeneion, for a coffee and information. Wander the old stone village and then head up the hill for the 15-minute climb to the 19th-century Church of Agioi Pateres (you can also drive this far). It’s built on the foundations of a Hellenistic temple from the 4th century BCE. From here it’s a 20-minute climb to the acropolis. All along the way, you’ll swoon to the views of the north coast. Signs indicate other archaeological highlights such as Roman-era cisterns.

Polyrrinia was founded by the Dorians in the 6th century BCE and was constantly at war with the Kydonians from Hania. Coins from the period depict the warrior-goddess Athena, who was evidently revered by the warlike Polyrrinians. It was the best-fortified town in Crete and the administrative centre of western Crete from the Roman through to the Byzantine periods. Many of the structures, including an aqueduct built by Hadrian, date from the Roman period. Near the aqueduct is a cave dedicated to the nymphs; it still contains the niches for nymph statuettes.
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Balos Beach | Robert Harding Video/Shutterstock ©


GRAMVOUSA HISTORY & PRACTICALITIES

The peninsula’s offshore fortress on Imeri Gramvousa remained under Venetian control until the Turks conquered it in 1691. Next it fell into the hands of Cretan rebels, who took it over in 1821, resorting to piracy when cut off by the Turks during the War of Independence. Legend has it that the pirates amassed fortunes that they hid in caves around the island.

From May to October, day-trip boats to Balos make a 90-minute stop at Imeri Gramvousa. The beach is busiest between 11am and 4pm. If driving, note that most rental-car contracts prohibit tackling the rough 7km dirt road from the Balos ticket booth (€1). There’s a 1km walk from the arid parking area to Balos Beach.



Kissamos TIME FROM FALASARNA: 20MIN [image: jpg]

Unadorned bay town

Kissamos is not given entirely over to tourism and exudes an unpolished, almost gritty, air compared to other north-coast towns. It’s a good stop for picking up supplies for a day out on the Gramvousa Peninsula – the main road has some good cafes and bakeries.

The town is worth a stop for the unadorned waterfront, which has a surprising view of the sea framed by the Gramvousa and Rodopou Peninsulas. Among the cafes here, Babel is a winner, with excellent food and drink. Wander over to the traditional town centre and pop into the Archaeological Museum of Kissamos.





Places We Love to Stay

€ Budget €€ Midrange €€€ Top End

Haniahere

Kumba Hostel € East of the centre, a beautifully restored, hip hostel. Bright cafe-bar, spacious and modern dorms, and rooms that are quiet and comfortable.

Cocoon City Hostel € Modern, tidy hostel with well-equipped dorms and private rooms. Great location just outside the old town.

Poco Loco Hotel € Great budget choice. Large rooms, some with water views. Well-located – the Saturday market is right out front.

Ionas Boutique Hotel €€ In the labyrinthine old Splantzia quarter, a historic building with nine contemporary rooms and a rooftop terrace.

Iason Studios €€ Wonderfully located in Topanas, the small apartment-style rooms have balconies. Many thoughtful touches in the well-equipped units.

Hotel Filoxenia €€ A fine midrange, modern hotel close to the beach and cafes of Koum Kapi.

Malmo Historic Hotel €€ Beautifully restored hotel arches over the pedestrianised street in Splantzia. Rooftop deck; nightlife is right outside the door.

Pension Lena €€ Near Firkas Fortress, has tastefully done rooms with an old-world feel and a scattering of antiques.

Splanzia Hotel €€ Renovated hotel in a Venetian mansion in the lively Splantzia quarter. Rooms have individual decor and custom-made furniture. Bougainvillea-festooned courtyard.

Serenissima Boutique Hotel €€€ Tranquil Venetian townhouse packing plenty of design cachet into its historic walls. Centrally located.

Casa Delfino Hotel & Spa €€€ Elegant 17th-century mansion in Topanas, has a range of rooms and a rooftop terrace. There’s a Turkish spa.

Domes Noruz Chania €€€ West of the Old Town, a luxury resort on its own small beach cove. Lavish rooms and private pool cabanas

Monastery Estate Venetian Harbor €€€ Chic hotel in a quiet alley and housed in a meticulously restored Venetian mansion. In the heart of the old town.

Amphora Hotel Chania €€€ Rooms at this restored Venetian mansion wrap around a courtyard. Breakfast is served on the rooftop terrace looking out over the harbour.

Akrotiri Peninsula

Lena Beach Hotel €€ On a quiet beach cove, all rooms have balconies. Low-key yet welcoming. Big pool.

Giorgi’s Blue Apartments €€ An immaculate complex on a private little rocky cove. The owner can advise on outdoor activities.

Blue Beach Villas €€ On a pretty promontory at the western edge of Stavros, a low-key hotel complex with self-contained rooms.

Vamos

Vamos Village Traditional Guesthouses €€ The village organisation (vamosvillage.gr) rents out restored homes decorated in traditional style.

Hora Sfakionhere

Xenia Hotel €€ Overlooks the water; a well-maintained, modernised and comfortable hotel. Many rooms have sea-view balconies.

Hotel Lefka €€ Long-established small hotel at the port’s west end has basic rooms, studios and suites with kitchenettes.

Loutro

Sofia Rooms € Quiet family-run guesthouse one street back from the beach. The simple rooms share a terrace with sweeping views.

Georgoshouse Taverna & Rooms € Family-run, with basic rooms right on isolated Likos Beach, west of Loutro. A sublime getaway.

Hotel Porto Loutro €€ Classiest hotel in the village has rooms and studios furnished in smartly contemporary island style, all with balconies.

Gavdos Island

Consolas Gavdos Studios € Comfortable studios and villas perched right above Sarakiniko beach. Pick-ups from the dock available.

Princess Hotel €€ In Kastri, pretty stone cottages with one or two bedrooms sleeping four to six, plus kitchenettes and terraces.


Sougiahere

Oceanis € Most rooms (in various sizes) have balconies with views of the beach at this comfy, low-key seafront spot.

Lotos Seaside Hotel €€ Bright and large rooms with balconies overlooking the beach. Right in the centre of the waterfront.

Syia Hotel €€ Polished hotel set in a quiet garden, large units have balconies and full kitchens. Good pool.

Aretousa €€ Back from the sea, has bright and comfortably furnished studios with balconies, plus a garden with a playground.

Agia Roumeli

Ártemis € Excellent studios in an untrammelled corner of town, 50m from the pebble beach. Family-run, has 11 spacious self-catering studios with balconies.

Camping € If you’re self-contained, you can pitch a tent at any of the deserted beaches along the south coast. Free.

Omalos

To Exari € Traditional-style stone-built hotel has simple rooms with balconies. Offers shuttles to Samaria Gorge.

Hotel Neos Omalos €€ Stolidly built in local stone; balconies give inspiring views of the region. Convivial public areas.

Paleohorahere

Anonymous Homestay € Simple, good-value pension with a well-travelled owner ready with great advice. Nine units in two quaint stone buildings.

Casbah Boutique Hotel € Modern, luxurious, stylish; right between the two beaches and close to nightlife. Welcoming balconies.

Soula Rooms and Apartments €€ At the quiet south end of town, a small complex of large studios and apartments, some with sea views.

Libyan Princess €€ Paleohora’s plushest option. Rooms curl around a sparkling pool. Not far from nightlife and the strip of seafood restaurants.

Innahorion Villages

Sunset Taverna € In Kambos, this taverna rents basic rooms with great views over the hillsides. Meals are top value.

Milia Mountain Retreat €€ Ecotourism trailblazer in the isolated village of Milia. Farmhouses transformed into eco-cottages with only solar energy. Superb organic restaurant.

Falasarnahere

Falasarna Bay €€ Comfortable hotel; large rooms have balconies with sea views. A short walk to Baby Beach and Ancient Falasarna.

Hotel Sun Set Kampouraki Maria €€ Rooms and apartments right above Baby Beach with balconies and, yes, sunset views. Has a convivial taverna.

Magnolia Apartments €€ A five-minute walk from the beach, studios and apartments with large sea-facing balconies looking out over the dunes to Big Beach.

Kissamos

Argo Rooms €€ Right on the waterfront, some rooms have balconies and views. Caring owner offers regional touring recommendations. Close to Balos Beach boats.

Christina Beach Hotel €€ Studio complex on the west side of the waterfront is among the best in town. Near a sandy beach.
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Milia Mountain Retreat | CCat82 /Shutterstock ©





Rethymno
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MOUNTAIN ROADS, SOULFUL LEGACIES AND A DYNAMIC CITY


An unmissable namesake city, verdant valleys, mountains filled with soulful meaning and beaches – from ones for a party to ones for the ultimate escape.
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Aerial view of Rethymno’s harbour | Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock ©

Rethymno is peppered with historic sites and natural wonders. Ribbons of mountain roads wind through the timeless and wild beauty of the interior’s deep folds of land. Fields of wildflowers and traditional hamlets cradled by olive groves are scattered with Byzantine churches and ancient sites. Rethymno city and oodles of beaches provide a magnetic pull to the coasts.

The eponymous capital on the northern coast is a bustle of atmosphere-soaked cobbled lanes – laden with shops, restaurants and bars and flanked by a wide, sandy beach. Along with Hania, Rethymno is one of Crete’s two deeply alluring cities that reflect the island’s sweep of history in all its glory.

Follow the paths of the ancients linking the villages of the Amari Valley; explore steep, lush gorges such as Kourtaliotiko; and rest in the shade of lofty Mt Psiloritis, Crete’s highest peak. Visit enduring monasteries like historic Moni Arkadiou and Minoan tombs such as those at Eleutherna, and tackle Venetian strongholds. Rethymno is a magnet for artists, many practising age-old trades with modern twists in villages like Margarites.

The north coast is popular with summer tourists who get their taste of Cretan life in towns such as Panormo. The southern coast is graced with bewitching beaches in seductive isolation accented by appealing towns like Plakias and Agios Pavlos. Get to know spell-binding Rethymno as you weave your way from north shore to south shore.
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Traditional Cretan pottery in Margarites | Roza Ediaroglou/Shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

Rethymno

History, food and drink.

Panormo

Beaches and a traditional town.

Spili

Lush countryside beauty.

Plakias

Appealing centre for southern beaches.




Find Your Way


Rethymno comprises about a quarter of Crete. Distances are deceptively short as the dramatic terrain is laced by circuitous roads, which offer grand views of this lovely land bookended by the north and south coasts.
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Plan Your Time


Rethymno is a place to enjoy summer to its fullest when the sea on both coasts is warm. However, spring and autumn are best for savouring the region and seeing the land at its greenest.
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Amari Valley | Philip Enticknap/Shutterstock ©


Pressed for Time

• Spend a day walking Rethymno. Don’t miss the Venetian fortress. Wander the labyrinth-like historic quarter and the port.

• Stop off in Armeni for the Late Minoan Cemetery. At Plakias find your perfect spot on the long beach or find a hidden beach.




If You Have More Time

• Visit the world-class archaeological site of Ancient Eleutherna and nearby Moni Arkadiou.

• Drive through the Amari Valley for cobblestone villages, Byzantine churches and grand views. For Crete’s mountain culture, head to Anogia or Mt Psiloritis.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

Delight in the wildflowers. After Orthodox Easter, Rethymno completely opens up for the summer season.

SUMMER

Summer gets hot along the coasts. Cretan folk music is celebrated at the Yakinthia Festival (yakinthia.gr).

AUTUMN

Enjoy ideal beach conditions: fewer crowds, warm water and gentler winds. Some tourist businesses close.

WINTER

Carnival celebrations bring four weeks of dancing, masquerading, games and a grand street parade in Rethymno.





Rethymno


[image: jpg]

VENETIAN FORTRESS | GREAT FOOD | GREAT WALKING

Basking between the commanding bastions of its landmark 15th-century fortress and the glittering azure waters of the Mediterranean, Rethymno is one of Crete’s most enchanting urban centres. Its Venetian-Ottoman quarter is a lyrical maze of lanes draped in floral canopies and punctuated with graceful wood-balconied houses, ornate monuments and the occasional minaret.

Rethymno rewards those ready to just stroll with forgotten architectural details accenting streets where residents go about their lives, oblivious to summertime tourist throngs. Crete’s third-largest city has excellent food: the lush Crete countryside produces marvellous foodstuffs and local chefs are skilled at using them. Here, again, your willingness to wander will pay off.

The narrow, cobbled pedestrian streets of the old quarter are packed with mainly tourist-geared restaurants and shops, but look beyond the gloss for Rethymno’s timeless character. And don’t overlook the long beach, right in town and backed by the region’s liveliest cafes and bars.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Archaeological Museum of Rethymno

2Fortezza

SIGHTS

3Agios Spyridon Church

4Church of Our Lady of Angels

5Historical & Folk Art Museum

6Holy Church of Agios Georgios Grotta

7Kara Musa Pasha Mosque

8Kostas Mountakis Statue

9Lighthouse

10Loggia

11Municipal Garden

12Museum of Contemporary Art

13Neratzes Mosque

14New Harbour

15Paleontological Museum

16Porta Guora

17Rethymno Beach

18Rimondi Fountain

19Ruined Grand Palazzo

20Venetian Church of Agia Sophia

21Venetian Harbour

22Venetian Palazzo

Activities, Courses & Tours

23Manousakis Marine

Sleeping

24Avli Lounge Apartments

25Casa Moazzo

26Casa Vitae Villas

27Hamam Oriental Suites

28Mansio Boutique Hotel

29Rethymno Youth Hostel

EATING

30Aiga

31Angeli Gelato

32Armonikon

 Avli (see 24)

33Café in the Prefecture

34Cow’s Cream

35Elaia

36En Plo

37Foúrnos Mamankáki

38Gaias Gefseis

39Meli

40Nōma Restaurant

41Stella’s Kitchen

42Syn-trofi Cooperative Grill

43Taverna Knossos

44To Pigadi

45Veneto

46Yiorgos Hatziparaskos

Drinking & Nightlife

47Bricks Beers & Tales

48Jazz Bar

49Kimolia

50Monitor

51Olive Tree Bar-Café

52Rewine

53Skrik

54To Chalikoúti

Shopping

55Antique Crete

56Art & About Gallery
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GETTING AROUND

The historic quarter is mostly car-free and best enjoyed on foot. It’s fairly compact and distances are short. Parking is always a problem; try the huge car park east of the Municipal Park or the pay lot on Kriari, which generally has room. The bus station is at the western edge of the commercial centre and is a minor hike from the historic quarter. Buses serve the region. There is frequent service to Hania (1¼ hours) and Iraklio (1½ hours).




[image: ] TOP TIP

Rethymno is compact, with most sights, accommodation and restaurants wedged within the largely pedestrianised old quarter. Despite the magical setting, most of the tavernas in the Venetian Harbour are undistinguished and the entire zone can get crowded. Quieter quarters always await: duck down a tiny lane to see what you discover.



Scale the Fortezza

Imposing, intriguing landmark

Rethymno’s greatest monument is like no other in Crete: the 300m-across, star-shaped Fortezza (Venetian fortress; €4) looms over the old quarter. It cuts an imposing figure with its massive walls and bastions, but was unable to stave off the Turks in 1646. Over time, an entire village took shape on the grounds, much of which was destroyed in WWII. Views over the town, the Mediterranean and mountains are fabulous; exploring the ramparts is a Rethymno highlight. It’s also a wonderful place to pause under the palm and fragrant pine trees and soak up the atmosphere. You can easily spend a couple of hours here. (Come early or late so you don’t spend that time in the long ticket queue.)


Right in the centre, the 17th-century Sultan Bin Ibrahim Mosque with its huge dome dominates the fort’s interior. Head inside to admire its impressive mosaic ceiling, with ear-pleasing acoustics that are perfect for the occasional musical event held here (check to see if any of the many summer evening concerts are scheduled for the fort’s grounds while you’re here).

Starting at the fort’s entrance and travelling in a clockwise direction, additional highlights include the 1581 Artillery Magazine, the oldest surviving building. The bastions are the points in the fort’s huge star shape and are named for saints. At St Lucas Bastion, archaeologists have found traces of a settlement from about 200 BCE.

The stolid Counselors’ Residence, with its rough stone walls, was used by Venetian rulers. Walk north towards St Sozen’s Bastion and one of the surviving powder magazines; the best 360-degree views in the fort are from the nearby hill. To the east, St Nikolaos Bastion has fine views over the harbour.
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FROM MINOANS TO TURKS

Archaeological findings suggest that the site of modern Rethymno has been occupied since Late Minoan times. Around the 4th century BCE ‘Rithymna’ emerged as an autonomous state. It waned in importance during Roman and Byzantine times but flourished again under Venetian rule (1210–1645) when it became an important commercial centre, along with Hania.

The Venetians built a harbour and began fortifying the town in the 16th century against the growing threat from the Turks. Nevertheless, the Fortezza was captured by the Ottomans in 1646. Rethymno was a government centre under the Turks.

The Ottomans ruled until 1897. The town’s reputation as a cultural centre grew from 1923, when the mandated population exchange between Greece and Turkey brought many refugees from Constantinople.



Stroll the Venetian Port

Rethymno’s focal point

Rethymno’s small 14th-century harbour would not have held many boats back in its day, but the surrounding Venetian-era precinct is a Rethymno highlight, even if many of the cafes and tavernas are not.



In the 16th century, the Venetians made plans to replace the harbour you see today because it constantly silted up and became unusable, a problem that persists. The new harbour would have been much larger – like the one in Hania. However, due to the Turkish invasion in 1646, the scheme never moved forward.

Although the modern harbour precludes any sweeping views, it’s worth clambering along the historic breakwater to take in the scene. The lighthouse is 9m tall and was built by Egyptians during the 1830s; it seems few cultures in the Mediterranean didn’t leave their mark on Crete at some point. (Britain forced Egypt to give Crete back to the Turks in 1840.)

Note the handful of fishing boats in the harbour. Many of the captains seem to spend their days drinking coffee and lounging around the old Fish Market, where on occasion there are actually a few fish for sale.

EATING IN RETHYMNO: TOP CHOICES

Avli: Lovely atmospheric garden off a quiet lane; has daring, creative takes on fresh local fare. Elegant atmosphere. Offers cooking classes. 6-11pm €€€

Elaia: Unlike its many neighbours, this traditional taverna needs no touts. Sublime Cretan standards served with polish. Book ahead. 6pm-midnight €€

Taverna Knossos: The one good harbour restaurant is great; the Stavroulaki family will feed you well. Huge platters of seafood pasta. 6pm-midnight €€

Veneto: In a 14th-century manor house; a contemporary take on traditional Cretan fare. Local wines with excellent recommendations. 5-11.30pm €€€


TURKISH WOODEN BALCONIES

Although there’s plenty to attract your gaze at eye level in Rethymno, make sure to also look up. Watch for one of the city’s enduring architectural details: Turkish wooden balconies. Dating back to the 18th century, they feature large multi-paned windows and hang right over the streets.

Elaborately carved supports add interest. Their exact purpose is debated, although one theory is that they were added to old Venetian mansions by wealthy Turks so that their wives could take the sun without being seen from the street.

You’ll see them in all states of repair, from rotting away to newly restored. A good place to start your search is at the small square in front of the Church of Our Lady of Angels.



Investigate the Archaeological Museum

Minoan, Byzantine and Venetian treasures

Don’t miss the bronze lamp from the 1st century BCE depicting Dionysos riding a panther at the well-curated Archaeological Museum of Rethymno (archmuseumreth.gr; adult/child €4/2), which features exquisite relics unearthed from important archaeological digs around Rethymno Province. The collection offers a comprehensive snapshot (without leaving you overwhelmed) that predominantly covers pieces from the Minoan, Byzantine and Venetian periods. Highlights include exquisite hand-painted Minoan ceramics and a 9000-year-old limestone deity statue. You can easily absorb it in an hour. And, if you like anything you see, you may be able to buy a reproduction in the museum’s shop in the Loggia.

The museum’s building, the Venetian-built Church of St Francis, also has a tale to tell. It was constructed as a monastery by the Franciscans and later converted to a poor house by the Turks before being used as a tourist bazaar in the 1970s. The elaborately carved main doorway gives a sense of its grand past.

EATING IN RETHYMNO: BEST CASUAL MEALS

En Plo: Best taverna at the water’s edge below the fortress does inspired Cretan fare and seafood dishes. Always busy. noon-midnight €€

Aiga: Always crowded tables spill out into the street at this classic, excellent Cretan taverna. Best with a rollicking crowd. Let the raki flow. 6pm-1am €€

To Pigadi: On a pretty lane shaded by dense frangipani woven through trellises. Has a short menu of seasonal Cretan fare. 6am-midnight €€

Nōma Restaurant: Across from the beach near the old town on the strip of cafes; enjoy seafood and Med-accented mains. 10am-midnight €€
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RETHYMNO’S BEST TOURS & ACTIVITIES

Rethymno City Tour: It may seem hokey, but the open-top double-deck bus tour of Rethymno has real appeal as it efficiently gets you to places like Myli Gorge and monasteries outside the centre. (rethymnocitytour.com)

Cretan Holidays: Bone up on your pirate jokes for a one-hour sunset cruise on a large wooden sailing boat decked out in a pirate motif. (tours.cretanholidays.gr)

Eco Events: Specialises in small-group English-language tours that emphasise culture on walks around Rethymno. (ecoevents.gr)

Mountaineering Club of Rethymno: Can advise on treks in the region; organises serious hikes. (eosrethymnou.gr)

Manousakis Marine: Located at the Venetian Harbour, rents out small putt-putt boats (30hp) that don’t require a licence. Meander along the coast or, with a licence, opt for something much speedier.



Discover Quiet Streets

Surprises amid everyday life

Leaving the busy parts of the old quarter behind and setting off on an adventure of discovery on the city’s many quiet lanes and alleys is one of Rethymno’s great joys. Here life goes on behind heavily curtained ground-floor windows, barely a metre from their neighbours across the lane. Gossip is exchanged in excited whispers; people line up for haircuts after 10pm.

Expect to be surprised and delighted at what you find, whether it’s an elaborately carved Venetian window or a tiny hidden church, such as the Holy Church of Agios Georgios Grotta, reached by following a series of alleys off Tzane Bouniali until you reach its namesake lane. Rarely will you see anyone. Trees provide shade over a few candles always burning outside the tiny door.

Or seek out a top quiet lane, like St Klidi Street. At number 13, pause at the grand remnants of a ruined grand palazzo. Cherubs still surmount the remains of the arched doorway even as cats feed from bowls at the base. The weathered Latin inscription reads ‘He who hopes in God will be relieved’.

Other lanes worth a stroll include Minoos, Neophytou Patealarou, Patriarch Gregory and Vivylaki.



RETHYMNO’S BEST ARTFUL WORKSHOPS

Stagakis Cretan Lyra: Workshop for housemade Cretan lyras, bouzoukis, lutes and other iconic instruments.

Leather Studio Kanakakis: Workshop on atmospheric Souliou where you can watch leather goods being made in all sorts of colours and designs.

Frosso Bora Pottery Studio: The namesake artist crafts beautiful creations from local clay using a pottery wheel or slabs.

Wood Art: Niko Siragas creates artful products using techniques dating back to the Minoans. An acclaimed artist, his designs have a whimsical, organic feel.

Workshop Worry: What? Me Worry? Vangelis Tsoupakis strings your cares into iconic Cretan worry beads at his workshop. Also makes rosaries, prayer beads etc.
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Churches & Mosques

See how faith has shaped Rethymno

Rethymno’s convoluted history plays out in its churches and mosques. The holy highlight is appropriately nicknamed ‘the cave church’. Built right into the rocks beneath the Venetian fortress, tiny Agios Spyridon Church has enough atmosphere to fill a cathedral (and it has views of the surf). This Byzantine chapel boasts richly painted icons, swinging bird candleholders and the sound of the nearby pounding surf. You’ll see pairs of slippers, baby shoes and sandals in crevices in the rock wall, left as prayer offerings for the sick. Find the chapel at the top of a staircase on the fort’s western side (but note it’s often closed).

Built as the Venetian Church of Agia Sophia, the much-altered building on Koroneou St was turned into a mosque during Ottoman times. Windows were added so that passersby could see people praying inside and feel guilty enough to join them. Look for the elaborate 1863 inscription over the fountain built into the wall near the arch. It reads in part: ‘May he who drinks from it and quenches his thirst pray for the soul of the man who built it.’

The triple-domed Neratzes Mosque began life as an Augustinian church and was converted by the Turks in 1657, although the recently restored minaret wasn’t added until 1890; while the Kara Musa Pasha Mosque started as a monastery but was turned into a mosque by the Turks, who added domes and a minaret, of which only bits remain. It’s named after the Ottoman admiral instrumental in the capture of Rethymno.

DRINKING IN RETHYMNO: BEST FOR COFFEE

Skrik: Coffee artisans take pride in their drinks; unlike at most places, the decaf options are also excellent. Sublime people-watching. 7.30am-8pm

To Chalikoúti: Run by a labour collective, has a wide terrace on a street running to the Fortezza. Simple menu, lots of games and books. 10am-midnight

Olive Tree Bar-Café: Small literary cafe with a hidden patio off an alley in the heart of the tourist hubbub. Good coffee. 9.30am-midnight

Kimolia: On a quiet hidden square, 25th Martiou, a real treasure on days when the streets are crowded. Good for breakfast. 9am-9pm

The Sandy Shore Next Door

Palm trees and yachts

Of the city’s two beaches of note, Rethymno Beach is basic but it’s decent-sized and has good sand with appealing views. For an atmospheric walk, follow the boardwalk that curves around the long row of palm trees. It’s backed by a long crescent of lively cafes and bars. The sand is usually uncrowded and has the added advantage of being close to gelato shops.

Follow the beach past the New Harbour, which is crammed with yachts in summer and a ragtag collection of fishing boats year-round. Walk out on the wide and substantial breakwater for views back to the old town. Towards the end there is large bronze sculpture of Rethymno’s city emblem which shows two bottlenose dolphins in full frolic.

Frolic on the Beach

Water sports galore

Rethymno’s main beach is the Municipal Beach of Rethymno, and what a beach it is! From the New Harbour, its powdery tan sand stretches in an unbroken strand for over 9km, well past the city suburbs. And except for the odd rocky outcrop, it runs unbroken for another 13km all the way to Panormo, although the name changes sequentially along the way, beginning with Perivolia at Rethymno’s border.

Backed by countless cafes, tavernas, modest hotels, larger resorts and apartments, the beach can easily provide all your sandy pleasures. Numerous activity vendors offer parasailing, waterskiing, banana-boat riding, jet-ski adventures and more. The surf is typically gentle and the swimming is good.


RETHYMNO’S BEST GIFT SHOPS

Art & About Gallery: Out of the tourist fray, the crafts and artworks are top quality and break with the usual cliches.

Cloclo’s Art: Creative decor items, whimsical gifts, jewellery and more, all made locally with wood, paper, metal and fabric.

Greek Horizons: Family-run, one-stop shop for top-quality Cretan food products, including olive oils, honey, prepared foods and wine.

Antique Crete: Find out what’s in the back closets of all the old homes lining Rethymno’s pedestrianised streets. Rare and oddball collectables.

Ilias Spondidakis: Midway along souk-like Souliou, the place for rare books and maps covering Crete.



Venetian Rethymno

Timeless, ornate survivors

Major Venetian sites bookend the old quarter. By the port, the Loggia is a restored 16th-century landmark that originally served as a meeting house for Venetian nobility. Arcaded on three sides, it now houses the archaeology museum’s shop, which specialises in reproductions of ancient artefacts.


Just west, one wonders what the 17th-century sponsors would have thought of the daily scores of selfie-takers posing in front of their ornate Rimondi Fountain. Originally, animals drank from the smaller of the three basins fed by water flowing from lions’ heads.

At the southern entrance to the old quarter, the modest arched stone Porta Guora gate is the only remnant of the Venetian city wall. And don’t miss the grand three-storey 16th-century Venetian Palazzo at 154 Arkadio street. Note the inscriptions on the ornate doorframe that were added long after the building was completed.

EATING IN RETHYMNO: SIMPLE MEALS

Syn-trofi Cooperative Grill: A corner souvlaki outlet with excellent food cheerfully served by theowners. House-made falafel. noon-midnight €

Stella’s Kitchen: The kitchen blends into the dining area that blends into Souliou. Old-school classics sold until they’re gone. 7am-7pm €

Armonikon: Loved by residents, who pop in for quick lunches. Unadorned but for the fresh flowers on tables. See what’s cooking. 8am-5pm Tue-Sun €

Café in the Prefecture: One of several cafes with huge tree-shaded terraces on the west side of the old town. Big menu plus cocktails. 10am-2am €

Perusing Museums

Compelling art and pygmy hippos

Rethymno’s sweep of history and culture also plays out in its museums, none of which will occupy more than an hour of your time. The highlights of the dusty Paleontological Museum (€3) are displays of fossilised tusks and bones from the dwarf Cretan elephant and pygmy hippopotamus. Both were endemic to the Rethymno region before becoming extinct around 12,000 years ago. The museum is in the restored 17th-century, nine-dome Temple of Mastaba (aka Veli Pasha Mosque).

The small Museum of Contemporary Art (cca.gr; €3) is anchored by the works of local painter Lefteris Kanakakis, who was renowned for his stark naturalistic still lifes. Other works represent the arc of art in Greece since the 1950s. Check for special exhibitions.

In a restored 17th-century Venetian mansion, the five-room Historical & Folk Art Museum (adult/child €4/2) embodies its name with exhibits on rural Cretan life. Don’t miss displays on the always impressive Cretan traditions of embroidery and bread-making.


SPECIAL EVENTS

Carnival: A natural in a city linked forever to Venice (home of a world-famous carnival), the Rethymno version in February or March features a parade and thousands of partying residents in costume.

Cretan Diet Festival: One of the world’s healthiest, the Cretan diet is celebrated in early July at this week-long festival that brings together farmers, food producers and chefs. (cretandietfestival.gr)

Renaissance Festival: A natural in a town bursting with Venetian Renaissance treasures, this early-October festival features cultural performances and exhibitions. (rfr.gr)

Arkadia Running: Since 1930, hundreds of runners have competed in this race in early November that commemorates the sacrifice of those who died at Moni Arkadiou in 1866. The 22.4km route begins at the monastery and ends in Rethymno’s stadium. (arkadiraces.gr)



Taste Traditional Baked Goods

From filo dough to sourdough

You can taste Rethymno’s traditions in its historic bakeries. Yiorgos Hatziparaskos and his family are some of the last traditional filo masters in all of Greece. They still make superfine pastry by hand in his bakery workshop, which is entered through a Venetian doorway. Watch the spectacle when they whirl the dough into a giant bubble before stretching it over a huge table, and try some of the sublime baklava and kataïfi (’angel hair’ pastry) – but don’t wait till late in the day as they usually sell out.


If you see a queue of expectant residents, you’re probably near Foúrnos Mamankáki, a popular bakery with an always-burning wood-fired oven. The organic whole grain loaves are superb and have just the slightest hint of smoke. Other good choices include the pastries and the prasopita (leek pie).

DRINKING IN RETHYMNO: OUR PICKS

Bricks Beers & Tales: Big terrace shaded by palms; dozens of top Greek microbrews. One of the best choices on the beach strip. noon-2am

Monitor: Tables of loquacious partiers spill out onto both sides of the street in the shadow of a Venetian palazzo. noon-2am

Jazz Bar: No mystery about the tunes – some live – on offer at this tiny bar opening onto the street. Clever vintage cocktails. 6pm-2am

Rewine: Stylish corner cafe has an impressive wine list with many hard-to-find Cretan choices available by the glass. Also creative snacks. noon-midnight
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Browse Rethymno’s Best Produce

Fruit, veg, cheese and more

Like the rest of Crete, Rethymno produces bounteous produce and delicious prepared foods throughout the year. The best way to see the full range of what’s on offer is at Laki, the huge Thursday morning food market in the car park east of the Municipal Garden. There’s a smaller edition held in the bus station car park on the west side every Saturday morning. An organic market is held Wednesday midday on the street south of the garden.


RETHYMNO’S MUSIC MASTER

One of the most important recent Cretan musicians was Kostas Mountakis (1926–91), who grew up in a remote village towards the south coast but came into his own once he moved to Rethymno and took up music.

Mountakis arrived as the region was putting itself together after WWII. He quickly mastered the Cretan lyra. This pear-shaped, three-string musical instrument is considered the most direct descendent of ancient lyras (you can buy one in town at the workshop of Stagakis Cretan Lyra.

Mountakis is revered for invigorating Crete’s traditional music in the 1950s. He was a master of the lyra and his music had a lively, fluid quality. A statue south of the old town honours him.



EATING IN RETHYMNO: SWEET TREATS

Meli: Gorgeous ice cream made with goat’s milk from the family farm; by the Rimondi Fountain. The bitter chocolate will bring you back. 9am-2am €

Gaias Gefseis: The scent! This bakery creates some of the city’s best traditional cakes and biscuits. 7am-midnight €

Cow’s Cream: Devilishly rich ice cream in an array of flavours. Pistachio made with local nuts. Popular thick-as-concrete milkshakes. 10am-midnight €

Angeli Gelato: Frozen novelty drinks in lurid colours are the main event at this tiny shop. House-made gelato in dozens of flavours. 10am-11pm €




WANDER THROUGH HISTORIC RETHYMNO


The old quarter of Rethymno is made for walking. Think of this walk as just a framework to begin your explorations, especially down the quiet back streets.
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	START

	END

	LENGTH




	Porta Guora

	Meli

	2km; two hours





1 Porta Guora has been the gateway to the city for over 400 years. From here, walk north to the 2 Archaeological Museum of Rethymno, notable both for its collection and its location in a grand Venetian-era church.

Cross Mikrasiaton Sq to minaret-accented 3 Neratzes Mosque. Make your way to Koroneou St, spotting Venetian palaces on the way and the 4 Church of Agia Sophia with its arch over the street. Return west and take the smallest lanes you can find to 5 Spanoioakis bakery on Nikiforou Foka. Find yourself the perfect snack, then walk up Katehaki to the landmark 6 Fortezza. Do the clockwise fort tour and try to decide what’s your favourite view, and imagine looming Ottomans approaching across the Sea of Crete. Exit and follow curving Chimaras down past arty shops to Melissinou and walk east to the 7 Venetian Harbour. Smile benignly at the taverna touts even as you shrug off their entreaties. Turning west, pass the 8 Loggia, another Venetian beauty. Finish the walk at the troika of basins at the 9 Rimondi Fountain. Offer to help smiling tourists frame their selfies and then turn around and step right into 10 Meli for the best ice cream in the region. Flavours include delectable honey and whatever fruit is fresh at the moment.







Beyond Rethymno
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Discover the deeply symbolic places, fine crafts, traditional food and surprises to the south of Rethymno.



Places

Moni Arkadiou

Eleutherna

Margarites

Mili Gorge

Maroulas

Armeni

Argyroupoli



Rethymno’s mountainous hinterland offers lots of options for compelling routes and detours, starting with the Mili Gorge. In a single day you can visit the deeply symbolic Moni Arkadiou, the pottery village of Margarites and take in the extensive ruins of Ancient Eleutherna.

To the southwest, the villages in the foothills of the Lefka Ori (White Mountains) make for a lovely drive. The main destination is the mountain village of Argyroupoli, built on a Roman settlement and famous for its springs.

As you drive the back roads across the folds of the landscape, you’ll discover even smaller villages, family-run tavernas with sweeping views, vendors selling the literal fruits of their labours and much more.


GETTING AROUND

There are three groups of sites beyond Rethymno: to the southeast are Eleutherna, Moni Arkadiou and Margarites. The trio is one of the most popular day trips. Close to the city are Mili Gorge, Maroulis and Armeni. In the southwest is Argyoupoli. Slow driving means that each area can be its own half-day out.

Most of the towns see at least a couple of buses per day, which use Rethymno as a hub, making it hard to move laterally across the region.



Moni Arkadiou TIME FROM RETHYMNO: 30min [image: jpg]

Pastoral memorial to Crete’s soul

The 16th-century monastery, Moni Arkadiou (arkadimonastery.gr; adult/child €4/free), 23km southeast of Rethymno, has deep significance for the Cretan people. As the site where, in 1866, hundreds of cornered locals massacred both themselves and invading Turks, it’s a stark and potent symbol of resistance and is considered a catalyst for the island’s struggle towards freedom from Turkish occupation.

Arkadiou’s impressive Venetian church (1587) has a striking Renaissance facade topped by an ornate triple-belled tower. The lush grounds have a profusion of roses and olive trees. A small museum has surprisingly fascinating exhibits on the preservation of old vestments.

Moving around the cloistered monastery, it’s impossible to escape the events of 1866. The austere refectory was a scene of slaughter while remains of the gunpowder magazine feature a moving mural under the open sky.

The monastery’s site is notable for its appropriately lovely serenity. It’s a high plain and the surrounding lands are thick with olive orchards and open lands which offer a virescent splendour throughout the year. It’s easy to spend two hours visiting the monastery and surrounding area.



DIGGING ELEUTHERNA

Excavations have been ongoing at Eleutherna since 1985 and archaeologists continue to make new finds all the time. The 2010 discovery of the gold-adorned remains of a woman in a 2700-year-old double tomb made international news. It followed the renowned excavation of the tomb of a high priestess and three acolytes a year earlier.

On the eastern slope, the remains of residential and public buildings from the Roman and Byzantine periods are the current focus of archaeologists. You can see these by following the road from the hamlet of Katsivelos.

Other artefacts excavated include beautiful ceramic vases and ornaments, detailed gold pendants and marble statuettes, all with exquisite workmanship and much that has retained its colour.
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Eleutherna TIME FROM RETHYMNO: 40min [image: jpg]

Compelling Ancient Roman ruins

Only 25km southeast of Rethymno and 7km east of Moni Arkadiou, the archaeological site of Ancient Eleutherna (mae.uoc.gr) was a Dorian-built settlement that was among the most important in the 8th and 7th centuries BCE. It also experienced heydays in Hellenistic and Roman times.

Sprawling around modern Eleutherna village, the most easily accessible section of the confusing and extensive site is the Acropolis, with the remains of a tower atop a long, narrow ridge behind a taverna. From here, an uneven, overgrown path leads down to vast and moody Roman cisterns carved into the hills and, further along, to a Hellenistic bridge.

Down in the valleys flanking the ridge, active digs are ongoing. Important sites include the 2800-year-old Necropolis of Orthi Petra to the west, where findings have produced evidence of human sacrifice. A small road running north from the hamlet of Katsivelos (which is a fine stop for coffee) accesses the heart of the ancient city. From here, there’s a trail with great views of the city site up to the Acropolis.

Many of Eleutherna’s treasures are showcased at the impressive Museum of Ancient Eleutherna (mae.uoc.gr; adult/child €4/2), which provides great context for the site. Located 3km west from the ruins, the collection covers artefacts ranging from the early Iron Age and Minoan periods to the Hellenic, Roman and Byzantine eras. Its showpiece is a bronze shield with a protruding lion’s head, dating to the 8th century BCE; it sits alongside a polished, gleaming replica of how the city could have originally looked. The museum makes an essential first stop at Eleutherna as you can take a picture of the large, wall-mounted map of the site – a helpful detail missing from the spotty and rudimentary signage at the ruins.


Margarites TIME FROM RETHYMNO: 40min [image: jpg]

Village full of pottery workshops

Tiny Margarites, 26km southeast of Rethymno and only 4km northeast of Eleutherna, is famous for its pottery, a tradition that can be traced back to Minoan times. The village has only one road and more than 20 ceramic stores and studios. Most studios source their clay locally by hand (the area is known for its clay) and offer unique, bright, good-quality usable pieces.

Try to avoid mornings and lunchtimes, when tour buses flood the town. By afternoon all is calm and you can explore the atmospheric alleyways, wander through the studios and enjoy fine valley views from the eucalyptus-lined taverna terraces on the main square.

Cheerfully drawing from what’s described locally as ‘7000 years of pottery history’, the workshops of Margarites do more with the local clay than most people could imagine. Among the dozens of shops, the following are favourites; note that many shops are only open from Orthodox Easter to October. Much of the pottery at Keramion is created using Minoan techniques and designs, and is fired in wood, resulting in a brown finish. Ilys is an explosion of colour. Brightly glazed housewares and whimsical items line the shelves. Watch Manolis at work at his wheel, from where he’s happy to share his local knowledge. At the north entrance to town, Gerarchakis Pottery Workshop is another fine choice.

Down a side road at the top of the village, top choice Konstantinos Gallios makes beautiful pieces at his namesake shop (look for the sign ‘Ceramic Art’).


Enormous Sacrifice

In November 1866, massive Ottoman forces arrived to crush island-wide revolts. Hundreds of Cretan men, women and children fled their villages to find shelter at Arkadiou. However, far from being a safe haven, Moni Arkadiou was soon besieged by 2000 Turkish soldiers. Rather than surrender, the entrapped locals blew up stored gunpowder kegs, killing everyone, Turkish troops included. One small girl miraculously survived and lived to a ripe old age in a village nearby. A bust of this woman and another of the abbot who lit the gunpowder are outside the monastery not far from the old windmill – now an ossuary with skulls and bones of the 1866 victims arranged in a glass cabinet.



Mili Gorge TIME FROM RETHYMNO: 15min [image: jpg]

Spectacular hiking close to Rethymno

Only 7km south of Rethymno, lush, leafy Mili Gorge (aka Myli) is a popular day trip. The gorge runs for 4km along a scenic stream and has a well-maintained trail. The gorge opens up to the north to stunning views down to the coast. All of the region’s grain grown during the Venetian era was ground here in mills powered by the stream.

Along the trail you’ll see the remains of several watermills and one has been fully restored. You’ll also encounter stone houses from the old, abandoned village and some entertainingly rickety bridges. There’s also an atmospheric church, Chapel of Agios Antonios – one of many in the gorge – built into the cliff face. It’s accessed via the path to the right as you take the stairs down from the gorge’s entrance.

From April to October, several cafes and tavernas are open along the trail. From Rethymno, a rideshare is the easiest way to access the gorge. Parking is limited.



BEST TOURS BEYOND RETHYMNO

Cretan Gastronomy Center: Based near Argyroupoli, the centre operates workshops and tours that take deep dives into Cretan food, cooking and coffee. (cretangastronomycenter.com)

Androniki’s Cretan House: Gives garden tours and in-depth cooking lessons in a flowered courtyard and explores the techniques of wood-oven baking. (andronikiscretanhouse.com)

Oliving: Tour olive groves and learn about the many variations of olive oil in Pigi, near Rethymno. (oliving.gr)

Crete Wine Escapes: Tours wineries around Rethymno, starting with breakfast made by nuns at a monastery. (cretewineescapes.com)

Best Ride: Offers excellent bike tours in the Rethymno region including e-bike tours of Mili Gorge and Moni Arkadiou. (bestride.gr)



Museum remembering bloody 1941

A pleasant 1.5km walk south of the gorge, the Military Museum of Chromonastiri (warmuseum.gr; adult/child €6/3) offers a sobering account of the Battle of Crete – one of WWII’s most notorious battles. It was waged in 1941 across the island, including here around the village of Chromonastiri. The museum provides a day-by-day account of the conflict, mixed with graphic imagery and displays of the poignant personal effects of Allied and German soldiers. There’s also a film of the dramatic German airborne invasion, the first large-scale use of paratroopers. The museum is run by the Greek military and soldiers in uniform double as tour guides. It also covers other eras of the Greek army.

Today, even the smallest town in Crete has a prominent WWII memorial listing the citizens and partisans killed during the nearly four years of fighting.

Maroulas TIME FROM RETHYMNO: 20min [image: jpg]

Evocative traditional village

Just 10km from Rethymno, Maroulas is a preserved and gentrifying village with panoramic sea views and excellent traditional tavernas. It has a mix of nicely restored late-Venetian and Turkish architecture, including several old olive presses. A 44m-high Venetian tower juts above the village and still has a vestige of its old defensive drawbridge.

The main square features a large stone relief sculpture of the local namesake hero Papas Maroulianos, who fought the Ottomans in the 19th century. Nearby, tiny Marianna’s Workshop is run by Marianna Founti-Vassi who collects aromatic medicinal herbs from the mountains to make teas and oils from natural extracts using traditional methods.

 

Vintage farm with great food

A scenic 3km east of Maroulas village, Agreco Farm (agreco.gr) is a replica of a 17th-century estate and a showcase of centuries-old, organic and eco-friendly farming methods. It uses mostly traditional machinery, including a donkey-driven olive press and a watermill.

You’ll also find small shops selling local produce, artwork and the farm’s olive oil, which has a donkey on the label. The much-lauded taverna regularly wins awards and has grand views.

EATING BEYOND RETHYMNO: OUR PICKS

Watermills Valley Myle Cafe: Across the river from Mili Gorge. Great views, and cold drinks, and food aimed at hikers. 9am-7pm May-Oct €

Vamvakas Taverna: In tiny Roussospiti; from its elevated perch above the main road, the views (and Cretan food) are superb. noon-10pm €€

Mántalos: Well-regarded taverna on Margarites’ main square that’s one of several good choices. Generous helpings and good wine. 9am-10pm €€

Taverna Veranda: Sip a homemade lemonade, savouring the views and traditional cooking in Margarites. Big portions of local fare. 11am-midnight €€
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Lappa Avocado Shop | Bildagentur-Online/Joko/ALAMY ©

Armeni TIME FROM RETHYMNO: 20min [image: jpg]

Ancient Minoan tombs

The Late Minoan Cemetery in Armeni was created by the Minoans between 1600 and 1150 BCE. You can practically sense the presence of uncounted souls once buried in the more than 200 rock-cut tombs. Today the tombs’ dromos (long, sunken corridors) are open for exploration – tombs 159 and 200 are particularly impressive. Some of the grave offerings unearthed at Armeni – including pottery, bronze ornaments, weapons, jewellery and a boar’s-tusk helmet, are now at Rethymno’s Archaeological Museum.


BEST RELIGIOUS SITES NEAR RETHYMNO

Monastery of Chalevi: The monastery dates back to the 16th century, but its most prominent building was built in 1864. It’s just south of Mili Gorge.

Monastery of Agia Irini: Built at the base of a hill 5km south of Rethymno, it is Crete’s oldest nunnery (1362) and the jumble of buildings is fully restored.

Church of Eftichios: Just east of the gorge, this 11th-century Byzantine church has frescoes some say date to a 3rd-century predecessor.

Church of Panagia Kera: Within this stark, domed Byzantine church are brilliant frescoes from the 14th century. It’s a 1km stroll south from the Military Museum of Chromonastiri.



Argyroupoli TIME FROM RETHYMNO: 35min [image: jpg]

Roman ruins and Byzantine churches

Combining an appealing village, Roman ruins and great eating, Argyroupoli is a tourism triple threat. It’s built on the ruins of the ancient city of Lappa, one of the most important Roman cities in western Crete. Divided into upper and lower parts, the upper hilltop village is a riddle of cobblestone alleyways lined with Venetian-era stone houses and Byzantine churches.

The upper town’s main square is dominated by the Venetian church of Agios Ioannis. Lappa Avocado Shop, sells locally grown organic avocado oil and avocado-based unguents. Follow a trail north for 1.5km to see the most tangible remains of Lappa.

Other don’t-miss highlights include the Church of St Paraskevi, where the lid of a baby’s sarcophagus now serves as the entrance step to the courtyard. Stop in at the atmospheric 13th-century Church of Panagia Barotsiani to see the impressive 7000-piece Roman mosaic floor. Tavernas and an excellent cafe make for good pauses.

Various walking paths and lanes lead to the lower Argyroupoli, a watery oasis formed by springs that keep the temperature down and which supply water to Rethymno. There are popular tavernas serving freshwater fish. You’ll find the overgrown remains of a Roman bath and St Mary’s Church, built atop a temple dedicated to Poseidon.

EATING IN MAROULAS: OUR PICKS

Taverna Fantastiko: Uphill from the centre; fantastic country views from its terrace. Most dishes use produce sourced from its farm. 1-10pm €€

Taverna Mylopetra: Just above the main square, a relaxed favourite revered for traditional foods. Also sells local products used in its dishes. 11am-9pm €€

Katerina: Lunches at this taverna can last for hours. Most tables are outside with sublime sea views; the owner is a delightful character. 10am-10pm €€

Agreco Farm Taverna: One of Greece’s best organic restaurants; all house-grown. Amazing 33-course tasting menu. Book ahead! hours vary, May-Oct €€€


ARGYROUPOLI’S ROMAN ERA

Ancient Lappa was a one-time rival to Knossos in the 3rd century BCE, although there’s scant evidence today of the Minoans. However, you can find compelling remnants of the Roman era.

In Argyroupoli’s upper town, there is a Roman portal with the inscription ‘Omnia Mundi Fumus et Umbra’ (All things in this world are smoke and shadow). A short scenic walk leads to Ancient Lappa’s cemetery, the Necropolis, where the Romans carved hundreds of tombs into the rock cliffs, especially around the Chapel of the Five Virgins. Amid the dense forest here, there’s a plane tree that is said to be 2000 years old.

If you don’t want to walk, the necropolis can be reached by car.
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Church of St Paraskevi | bensliman hassan/Shutterstock ©

EATING IN ARGYROUPOLI: OUR PICKS

Bistro Cafe: Artful cafe overlooks the upper town’s square. Serves coffee and light meals including fruity yoghurt and avocado toast. 9am-5pm €

Tavern Arhaia Lappa: Daily specials cooked on a wood-fired grill near the upper town. It has a terrace with views of avocado orchards. 11am-10pm €€

Taverna Kastro: Within view of the spring, this lower-town taverna is popular for its expertly grilled fish. noon-10pm €€

Garden Arkoudenas: In Episkopi near Argyroupoli, this vibrant taverna serves organic meals amid fruit trees. Run by a gracious family. 12.30-11pm €€





Panormo


[image: jpg]

VILLAGE CHARM | RELAXED NIGHTLIFE | UNCROWDED BEACHES

Panormo is one of the few relatively unspoilt beach towns on the northern coast. Despite a couple of big hotel complexes on the periphery, it retains an unhurried, authentic village feel with a characterful old centre that’s compact and charming. As you wander the few streets, residents are likely to nod and give a welcoming look of approval for being in the know about their town.

The centre wraps around a cove which enjoys calm waters thanks to a long breakwater. Like neighbouring coves, it has a strip of sand, although you don’t have to go far to find more alluring beaches. A significant part of Panormo’s charm lies in what’s not outside town: development. A five-minute drive takes you to farmlands or the starkly arid land which defines this part of Crete.

It’s easy to lose track of time here as nothing becomes something to savour.

[image: map]


Sights

1Carob Mill Cultural Centre

2Castel Milopotamo

3Church of the Ascension of Christ and St George

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4Atlantis Diving Centre

Sleeping

5Captain’s House Hotel

EATING

6Agkira

7Alexandros Bakery

8Bereketi

9Locus Deli

10Meli & Xidi

11Nikita’s Bar

12To Steki Tou Sifaki

Drinking & Nightlife

13Vinzi Cocktail Bar




GETTING AROUND

If you’re staying in or near the centre, you can enjoy your stay without wheels. For a day trip out to the hinterlands, you can rent a car for a day or two. Kids enjoy covering Panormo’s modest distances on one of those faux choo-choo trains. Others may simply wish to hide their faces. Regular buses serve Rethymno (22km, 25 minutes) and Iraklio (55km, one hour). The main E75 highway is just south of the centre.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The dry, brown land up and down the coast from Panormo is riddled with generic holiday apartment complexes located far from any points of interest beyond the odd generic taverna. Stay in or near the town centre to experience the texture of Greek village life.



Walking History

From the 5th century to today

You can easily trace Panormo’s history in an afternoon of strolling.

Coins unearthed locally indicate that a village flourished here between the 1st and 9th centuries CE, but the only in-situ evidence from this period is the crumbling foundation of the 5th-century Basilica of Aghia Sophia on a low knoll behind the village. Grazing sheep give the location a pastoral feel. It’s an easy 500m walk southwest of the centre.

The site was excavated in the 1940s and 1950s, and the foundations reveal that the church was big: 54m long by 20m wide. What fate befell this early house of Christian worship is unknown but there are theories.

Jump ahead a few centuries back in the port. Head up the slight hill at the harbour to a tiny segment of stone wall that’s the sole remains from the 13th-century fortress Castel Milopotamo. It’s believed to have been built by the Genoese during their fleeting rule in 1206 before the Venetians took over. It was destroyed by a pirate raid in 1683. As a bonus to visiting the site, the views over the harbour and waterfront are captivating.

Impressively domed, the nearby Church of the Ascension of Christ and St George is modern and demonstrates the affluence tourism has brought to this once hardscrabble fishing village. It has stunning modern frescoes and a cute public garden.


DIVING IN PANORMO

The sea off Panormo is so clear that you can easily see 40m or more underwater, which is handy given because the maximum depth offshore is about 35m. In August the water temperature averages 28°C, cooling off to 17°C in winter. The balmy temps mean that many divers forgo full wetsuits.

There’s a small reef right offshore, and the gentle waters and mild conditions make it good not just for beginner dives but also for family snorkelling. Sights include the full range of fish found off Crete, including sponges, spiny lobsters, octopus and many colourful species. Entrances to small caves are good locations for spotting them. Gaze across the bottom to see ancient amphorae and anchors.



Exploring Beaches

Pick a cove, any cove

There’s no one main beach in Panormo but a series of small, attractive coves with brown sand and a brilliant turquoise sea. The swoop of sand at the harbour, with its calm waters, is perfect for families.

Ignoring a large resort to the west, Panormo Beach has a pastoral feel with trees back from the water providing shade, and just a few loungers scattered about. If the beautiful water lures you under, Atlantis Diving Centre (atlantis-creta.com) runs trips along the coast to dozens of sites with good visibility.

For isolation, narrow Koukistres Beach is in a tiny cove backed by cliffs. It’s a hot 4.5km walk east from town. You can reduce that distance by driving part of the way but the last stretch is 4WD-only. That means that even in summer, you may have this vendor-free strand to yourself.

Taste Award-Winning Wines

Drink local, buy local

Despite Iraklio’s profile as Crete’s main wine producer, Rethymno was the first place in Greece to be named a ‘European City of Wine’ (2018). Much of the credit for this honour goes to the hard-working Klados family, who are hailed for their drinkable Vidiano, a dry white produced from grapes grown only in this area, some 2km east of town.

The rocky brown landscape typical of this part of Rethymno gives way to fields of olive trees and rows of grapes that surround their life’s work, Klados Winery. The tasting room is modest but has a nice outdoor area where, like the grapes, visitors can catch the sun. Choose between their full range of organic wines, including two reds, three whites and one rosé.

EATING IN PANORMO: OUR PICKS

To Steki Tou Sifaki: Husband and wife George and Georgia serve superb homestyle Cretan food (with vegan options); book in summer. 11am-11pm €€

Meli & Xidi: Old-school Crete meals in the best sense. Wooden chairs line the old stone exterior, overlooking the nightlife buzz. 11am-midnight €

Locus Deli: Modern Med cafe in a corner heritage building. Serves creative fare made with local ingredients. noon-10pm €€

Bereketi: Souvlaki roasting in the window set the mood at this taverna. Tables snake around the exterior to the lively back deck. 9am-midnight €€

Agkira: Best waterfront taverna, at sunset the vermillion glow reflects off cocktail glasses. Changing line-up of fresh seafood. noon-11pm €€

Dalabelos Estate: Luxe holiday complex 5km south of town with a great taverna using local ingredients. Stay for a cooking class. noon-10pm €€

Alexandros Bakery: Popular vendor of baked goods, snacks and quick meals in the heart of town. Its cheese pies are crispy and crusty. 7am-9pm €

Nikita’s Bar: Has treats for all ages. Besides convivial drinks and a cheery vibe, it sells ice cream made with local goat’s milk. 11am-midnight €

Panormo’s Nightlife

Rollicking meals, sunset cocktails

Panormo’s best places to eat are clustered together in the heart of the old town, a couple of streets back from the waterfront. All serve variations on Cretan fare. In addition, there are some good bakeries and cafes. In peak season, tables of happy diners spill out into the streets and it’s a boisterous scene.

While not the best places to eat, the tavernas overlooking the water are good for drinks at sunset and later in the evening. Panormo isn’t a party town, but the Vinzi Cocktail Bar near the remains of the fort does serve a mean drink until midnight.

For something more cultured, the impressive Carob Mill Cultural Centre is located in an old mill for the faux chocolate carob (epimenides.gr). It’s the setting for concerts and exhibitions through the year.





Beyond Panormo
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Inland is the island’s highest peak, its musical soul and timeless mountain villages.



Places

Melidoni Cave

Episkopi

Anogia

Axos

Mt Psiloritis

Bali



Going toward the island’s centre from Panormo couldn’t be any more different: stoic villages dot the ever-higher hillsides. None is more renowned than Anogia, a historic place famed for being the heart of Crete’s beloved – and deeply moody – folk music. It’s the place to dig into some ofto (a flame-cooked lamb or goat), a classic mountain meal, and feel the cooler air of loftier altitudes in villages like Axos.

Head out for bracing hikes or plunge into the earth for subterranean wonders or even to find the birthplace of Zeus – or so some say. In these lofty precincts you’ll also find depth to the Cretan soul, which is never stronger than here.


GETTING AROUND

Tackling the mountains up to and including Mt Psiloritis requires your own vehicle, although there are a couple of buses a day from Rethymno to Anogia. Many of the sites around Mt Psiloritis are closer to Iraklio than Rethymno.

Bali is right on – really right on – the main Hania–Rethymno–Iraklio highway. It’s spread out and it’s a long and undulating walk from one end to the other – 25 minutes or more.



Melidoni Cave TIME FROM PANORMO: 20min [image: jpg]

Underground wonder with a tragic past

The cathedral-like Melidoni Cave (melidoni.gr; adult/child €4/3) wows visitors with an underworld spectacle of stalactites and stalagmites in multiple dramatically lighted chambers.

Also known as Gerondospilios, the cave has been a place of worship since Neolithic times, it carries heavy significance as the site of a massacre in 1824 during the Turkish occupation. Here 370 villagers and 30 soldiers sought refuge from the Ottoman army; after a three-month siege, the Turks killed everyone inside. Their bones are preserved in an ossuary in the cave.

Close to Panormo, the cave is naturally chilly (18°C): bring a layer.

Episkopi TIME FROM PANORMO: 30min [image: jpg]

Wandering an appealing village

The charming tiny village of Episkopi is only 10km southeast of Melidoni Cave. A good place to wander, it has a tangle of lanes lined with well-preserved old stone mansions. Stop to admire the faded frescoes gracing the crumbling ruins of the once-grand 15th-century church. Also look for a Venetian-era tower and a water fountain next to a stone bridge at the west end of the town. Note that Crete has several villages named Episkopi.
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The central square in the lower town of Anogia | Andronos Haris/Shutterstock ©

Anogia TIME FROM PANORMO: 1hr [image: jpg]

Traditional town embodying Crete’s spirit

At the northeast base of Mt Psiloritis, unmissable Anogia is an intriguing window into rural Cretan life and culture. Residents cling to time-honoured traditions and it’s the norm to see men and women gossiping in the kafeneia (coffeehouses). The town’s turbulent history – it was the centre of resistance in WWII – has instilled a legacy of rebelliousness and determination. It’s also known for its stirring folk music and is the birthplace of many of Crete’s best-known musicians.

Anogia is divided into two areas, an upper town that’s the commercial centre and a lower town that’s older and more atmospheric. The former has broad Armi Square, with views of snow-covered Mt Psiloritis and a large memorial to local freedom fighters in the 19th and 20th centuries. There’s also a sober memorial to the WWII ‘Holocaust of Anogia’.

The lower town is where you should linger. Overlooking the small central square are a domed church and a modest two-storey whitewashed house that was once the home of legendary lyra player and singer Nikos Xylouris (1936–80). Look for his picture adorning the side of the building; inside there’s memorabilia of his life.


Find an open seat at one of the kafeneia on the square such as the tree-shaded Sepbipoyme and absorb Anogia’s rhythm. Follow the sounds of lyra music the short distance to Museum of Grylios, which displays the folk art of its famous namesake artist.

Tavernas in the upper town serve traditional Cretan fare.


THE HOLOCAUST OF ANOGIA

As the main centre of resistance against Nazi occupation in WWII, Anogia paid a terrible price. The townspeople sheltered Allied troops and played a key role in the Cretan resistance. This culminated in May 1944, when a group of resistance fighters led by the infamous British officer, traveller and raconteur Patrick Leigh Fermor kidnapped the German General Heinrich Kreipe in Iraklio. Anogia provided shelter during their successful escape to Egypt. Other acts of sabotage followed.

In reprisal, on 13 August 1944 the German occupiers killed 25 villagers and over the next three weeks razed Anogia to the ground. The surviving residents were left in poverty. An engraving with the proclamation of destruction is mounted on Armi Sq along with other memorials to what’s now known as the ‘Holocaust of Anogia’.



EATING BEYOND PANORMO: OUR PICKS

Arodamos: In the upper village of Anogia; highly regarded. Local meats cooked over flames. Great simple dishes like pasta with cheese. noon-6pm €

Ta Skalomata: In Anogia’s upper village for over 40 years; serves house-made wine and filling local cuisine. Great views. 8am-11pm €

Plateia tou Syntagmatos: Cafe under trees on the main square of Anogia’s lower town. Simple meals and great sweets. 8am-11pm €

Taverna Platanos: Streetside tables in the middle of Axos under awnings. The owners serve everyone good food and a hearty welcome. 9am-11pm €


BIRTHPLACE OF ZEUS – MAYBE

Although just a large and featureless hole in the ground on the southern slope of Mt Psiloritis at 1538m, Ideon Cave has sacred importance in mythology as the place where Zeus was reared by his mother, Rhea, to save him from the clutches of his child-devouring father, Cronos (who some believe is buried here). Only spoilsports will note that Dikteon Cave in Lasithi makes the same claims.

Ideon was a place of worship from the 4th millennium BCE onwards, and many artefacts – including gold jewellery, bronze shields and offerings to Zeus – have been unearthed here.

Not an organised attraction, the cave is a 1km uphill walk along a rocky path from a car park. In winter (sometimes till May) Idion’s entrance can be blocked by snow.



Axos TIME FROM PANORMO: 40min [image: jpg]

Inviting village for a stop

The village of Axos has a lazy, tree-shaded Cretan ambience that makes it the kind of stop where a drink at an atmospheric cafe can last for hours.

Smelling of wood and fronted by a massive sculpture of Hercules killing the lion, the somewhat eccentric Museum of Wooden Sculptures (woodenmuseum.gr; adult/child €5/3) is the workshop of Georgios Koutantos. His creations are huge and inspired, and he’ll explain the stories and cultural references behind each piece.

Mt Psiloritis TIME FROM PANORMO: 1hr [image: jpg]

Crete’s loftiest peak

At 2456m, Mt Psiloritis (psiloritisgeopark.gr), also known as Mt Ida, is Crete’s highest peak. It has spiritual meaning as it’s associated with Zeus’s mother, Rhea. If you’re planning to do some hiking and climbing on Psiloritis, know that conditions can change quickly. The classic route to the summit follows the east–west E4 European Path and in summer can be done in a round trip of about seven hours. The Mountaineering Club of Rethymno can offer advice and leads tours.

At Psiloritis’s eastern base is the Nida Plateau (1400m), an isolated plain that still has several round stone mitata (traditional shepherds’ huts). It’s also where you’ll find, a short walk from the plateau, the debatably sacred Ideon Cave. Nearby is Andartis, an impressive landscape sculpture honouring the WWII Cretan resistance.

Bali TIME FROM PANORMO: 20min [image: jpg]

Crowds and beaches

Far from Indonesia, Crete’s Bali once had one of the most stunning settings on the north coast. And indeed, the filigreed coast of beaches is still there somewhere under decades of unsightly development.

Of the beaches, two stand out. Livadi is big, wide and has a party vibe day and night. If house-music-backed frolic is your thing, this is the strand for you. Varkotopo is the pick for sunsets and has a string of upscale bars. Among the activities, diving is popular, with the same briny delights as you’ll find in Panormo.





Spili
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HISTORIC VILLAGE | EXCELLENT TAVERNAS | STIRRING WALKS

Spili is a charming mountain village with cobbled streets, big old plane trees and flower-festooned whitewashed houses. Most people just stop for lunch on a trip between Rethymno and the south coast but longer visits are rewarding. This sunny, lush region is a centre for hiking and the gateway to the deeply interesting Amari Valley. For active fun, the spectacular Kourtaliotiko Gorge starts just west of town.
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Sights

1Folk Museum of Spili

2Kourtaliotiko Gorge

3Kourtaliotiko Waterfall

4Maravel Garden

5Preveli Beach

6Stone Bridge

7Venetian Fountain

Sleeping

8Angela’s River Paradise

9Green Hotel

10Hotel Herakles

EATING

11Fabricafe

12Liotrivi

13Platia Cafe & Taverna

14Taverna Gefyra

15Taverna Sideratico




GETTING AROUND

Spili is well connected to Rethymno by bus (30 minutes) and is on the main route to Agia Galini. If arriving by car, skip trying to find parking along the main road and opt for the large lot hidden behind the row of shops and cafes on the west side of the street.

The compact town centre is only walkable, but you’ll want a vehicle to reach Maravel Garden. For Kourtaliotiko Gorge hikes, you’ll need to arrange a taxi bring you back from Preveli to either the starting point or Spili.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Look for a copy of Discover Plakias & Spili... on Foot at the Maravel Garden shops. It details several short walks in and around Spili.



Strolling the Town

Compact, with Venetian fountains

Spili’s centre is compact and rewards exploration on foot; all that matters is within a 300m radius. The absolute highlight is the spring-fed Venetian fountain that spurts water from 25 stone lion heads (a number that keeps growing as nearby tavernas get in on the action). Fill up your own bottle with some of the island’s best water, which gushes after rain. Small lanes lead uphill to the village’s picturesque backstreets. Longer walks radiate out in all directions. Walk uphill behind the town for views and old churches; follow the river for restored watermills. The Folk Museum of Spili holds a trove of treasures from bygone days, including a traditional kitchen that shows local life 200 years ago.

Hike Kourtaliotiko Gorge

Gushing waterfall and a natural pool

One of Crete’s more interesting gorges is also less visited than famous fissures like Samaria. The hike starts in the tiny village of Koxare, just 7km west of Spili. The trail within then runs for 11km down to the beach at Preveli. Along the way it offers a cavalcade of treats, including rushing rivers whose spray is cooling all summer long. Among the highlights along the hike is the spring-fed 40m-high Kourtaliotiko Waterfall that plummets into a large pool surrounded by sheer rocks.

Tiny churches and groves of date palms dot the route. Experienced hikers will have no problems, with typical journey times of about 2½ hours for the full route. However, there is a significant amount of clambering up and over large boulders, and the river can suddenly surge to life and flood the gorge at any time of the year if there’s rain, so be aware of the weather and your surroundings.

You can also do a shorter 3km segment that covers the highlights, from the waterfall south to the landmark arched stone bridge, where the Taverna Gefyra makes a refreshing endpoint.

Botanical Gardens

Heady scents, lush beauty

Also known as the empire of Spili, Maravel Garden (maravelspili.gr) features an aromatic variety of plant species from Crete and across the globe. You’re free to wander and check out the herbs and medicinal plants staff use to distil essential oils and make the organic products sold here at the garden and in town. The organic restaurant gets busy, especially in summer. In spring and autumn there are free concerts. And there’s a hotel.

EATING IN SPILI: OUR PICKS

Taverna Sideratico: In an appealing location 500m south of town. Be guided through the day’s offerings by chef-owner-farmer Nico. 1-10pm €€

Platia Cafe & Taverna: Perched above the fountain on a sunny terrace, run by a husband-and-wife team. Serves excellent beer. 8am-10pm €€

Fabricafe: Large terrace near the fountain, one of the best choices among the competition. Menu goes beyond the usual Greek cliches. 8am-midnight €€

Liotrivi: Excellent Cretan classics. Across the busy main road from the fountain; tables on the back deck have serene views down to the river. 12.30-10pm €€





Beyond Spili


Shadowed by Mt Psiloritis, the Amari Valley and surrounding region will delight any traveller who savours country roads and tiny villages.


East of Spili, the Amari Valley is a quilt of unspoilt villages punctuated by Byzantine churches and framed by olive groves and orchards. It’s the verdant centre of a fertile region that has supported tiny farming villages for centuries. A tangle of narrow roads wanders between sights, but the omnipresent views of snow-capped peaks and the distant sea are an experience of their own.

There’s a remote grandeur here, with a pointillist beauty from a palette of greens on land and cobalt skies overhead. Each of the dozen villages has its own charms. Centuries-old churches, sleepy squares and Venetian relics await discovery.

And when it comes time to eat, the valley has some extraordinary tavernas.


GETTING AROUND

You’ll need a good map to navigate around the Amari Valley, where few useful road signs exist and directional arrows may point two ways to the same destination. A map app (download mapping data in advance) or GPS are essential, although the recommended routes offered by apps may send you down goat tracks.

Cyclists will find the backroads challenging yet rewarding. Drivers in small cars will be happiest.



EATING IN THE AMARI VALLEY: OUR PICKS

Taverna Apsida: A highlight of Gerakari’s main drag, more elegant than some with white tablecloths and murals inside. noon-10pm €€

Taverna Moschovolies: Accented with potted flowers, a cosy stop for home cooking in Meronas. Dried herbs and fruit hang inside. 11am-10pm €€

Taverna Evgoritis:One of two excellent small tavernas just off Apostoli’s village centre; owners here proselytise for Cretan cuisine. 11am-6pm €€

Cafe Taverna Athanasia Neonaki: The other of Apostoli’s great eateries serves morning coffee and wood-grilled meals at night. 8am-midnight €€

Taverna Aravanes: Wonderful valley views in Thronos, traditional food and bread cooked in a wood-fired oven. Cooking classes. 11am-10pm €€

Taverna Amari: All the Cretan classics are here, as are snoozing cats. Many tasty touches like homemade sesame-seed cookies. 8am-10pm €€

Turn of Taste: Right on a turn in the road in Vizari. Dine under a mulberry tree on stupendous, simply prepared local food. Book. 9am-9pm €€

Traditional Tavern O Souvlatzis: Rustic wooden chairs and tables under plane trees. The food is simply prepared and simply great. 8am-11pm €€





ROAD TRIP
Amari Valley Drive

Driving into the Amari Valley from Spili for this all-day adventure, the road to Gerakari is stark and rocky. Or begin in Apostoli after starting in Rethymno or at Thronos after a stop at Moni Arkadiou.
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1 Gerakari

Gerakari was destroyed during WWII by the Germans (look for memorials on the main square), but it has been resurrected as a modern town famous for its cherries, oranges and wild tulips. The nicely frescoed 13th-century Church of Agios Ioannis is surrounded by big trees and has a spring-fed water fountain. Its main strip has a string of tavernas if you’re feeling peckish.

The drive: Follow the scenically winding road 5km northeast.

2 Meronas

In Meronas, the 14th-century Church of Maria and its frescoes are a highlight of the valley. Note the lavish royal blue altar vestments. Get water at the three-spigot spring.

The drive: Go north 3km.

3 Apostoli

A small, modern town, Apostoli is notable for its two superb tavernas, which make it a fine lunch stop.

The drive: Head west 3km and take in the mountain views.

4 Thronos

Thronos is a tidy one-taverna hamlet perched on a hillside. The Agia Panagia (Church of the Assumption) has extraordinary, if faded, 14th-century frescoes. The mosaics on its floor are even older, remnants of a much-larger 4th-century wood-framed basilica. Get the key from the neighbouring cafe.

The drive: From Thronos, head downhill and turn left for the 7km to Amari. Follow road signs in the direction of Fourfouras.

[image: jpg]

Church of Agios Ioannis | DeAgostini/Getty Images ©

5 Amari

The valley’s namesake, Amari, has an enchanting medley of Venetian buildings and a square framed with cafes and overflowing flowerpots. The 19th-century bell tower can be seen from around the valley. Climb it to share beautiful views with the pigeons.

The drive: Continue on via Monastiraki, and Lamiotes, turning east after Petrochori, passing through olive groves. After 2km, park at a rough small road.

6 Vizari & Fourfouras

Walk north 200m to the remains of the 7th-century Bizari Basilica (Rimokklisa), destroyed in 824 by the Arabs. It’s next to a reservoir.

In Vizari, visit olive-woodworking shops and consider a stop at its famous restaurant. Then head east 1km to pretty Fourfouras, where trails climb up Mt Psiloritis and there are good tavernas on the traffic-free main square.

The drive: The valley opens up as you head south 10km.

7 Apodoulou

In Apodoulou visit the ruins of the Manor of Kalitsa Psaraki, which has beautifully carved lintels. It’s named for a girl abducted by Turks and rescued by an English traveller (who then married her). Follow a dirt track 900m north of town to Agios Georgios, with its still-colourful 17th-century frescoes.







Plakias
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VAST BEACH | GOOD PRICES | MELLOW NIGHTLIFE

From the Rethymno–Agia Galini road, the drive through the rugged Kotsifou Gorge to Plakias is a stress-free travellers’ favourite. While the village itself is bland, it’s set beside a sweeping, sandy crescent of beach backed by soaring rocky escarpments. It’s an excellent launch pad for regional excursions and hikes through olive groves, along seaside cliffs and to hidden beaches.

Much of Plakias’ low-rise accommodation is spread along its seafront promenade, where there are plenty of tavernas and cafes. Owing to its mostly mature visitors and families, nightlife is sedate, although a few bars and cafes cater to those seeking more lively fun.

While many come to Plakias on package deals, others come for the mellow vibe, good choice of diversions, panoply of beaches, activities and relaxed nightlife. It’s easy to stay in Plakias for longer than you intended.
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Sights

1Ammoudi Beach

2Damnoni Beach

3Plakias Beach

4Skinaria Beach

5Souda Beach

Sleeping

6Alianthos Beach Hotel

7Plakias Suites

EATING

8Elea

9Veranda Cafe

Drinking & Nightlife

10Blu Cafe

11Mes Tin Ammo Beach Bar




GETTING AROUND

Buses serve Plakias from Rethymno (one hour) and Preveli (30 minutes). There are good roads west to Hora Sfakion in Hania and east to Agia Galini and beyond.

A scooter or e-bike would be ideal for seeking out hidden coves in the area. Otherwise, Plakias town is completely walkable.

Small boats link Plakias to Damnoni Beach and other sandy coves to the south.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Don’t just bring your bathing suit to Plakias, bring some good hiking shoes or sandals as well. From town, you can set out into the lofty and rocky peaks that make Plakias’ setting so dramatic. Staying on the coast, you can access one beach after another.



Magnificent Beaches

From lively to untrod

Nearly 1.5km long, near the centre of Plakias Beach is narrow and busy, but it also has beach bars, loungers and other developed services. To the south, the sand widens out, there is little development and the views of the buttressing rocky outcrop are superb. While the beach is more crushed shell than powdery sand, its azure water is exquisite. For the best patch, head 200m south of the main drag, where you’ll find a handful of bars, sunbeds and umbrellas (or tamarisk trees offer shade).

Southeast of Plakias are superb beaches, all under 5km from town. Most are reached by narrow roads from the tourist hamlet of Lefkogia, which has good cafes and markets. Spending a day bouncing between them is reason enough to come to Plakias.

Going from north to south, the first beach you’ll find past the big rocky point at the south end of Plakias Beach is Damnoni Beach. There’s a large resort, cafes and activities. For a scene change, walk 10 minutes south to Ammoudi Beach, one of Crete’s best small beaches and an idyllic Eden, even in busy August. Set in a cove, it features light, powdery sand, plenty of shade, a taverna renting water-sports gear and easy parking.


For a real adventure, follow the rough road to Skinaria Beach. You’ll pass hardscrabble farms where hay is grown on rocky fields and freshly slaughtered goat heads are jammed onto fence posts. But the reward is worth it: a nearly undeveloped sublime cove with but one cafe (which rents loungers and gear).

About 3km west of Plakias is Souda Beach, a quiet stretch on a cove with a couple of tavernas offering rooms.

There are many more tiny pocket beaches, popular with freelance campers and nudists. Often the only clue to their existence is a dirt patch leading to a rocky cliff. Go discover your own.

All-Day Action

Fun on sea and land

It’s easy to rent gear for windsurfing and SUP right on all but the most isolated beaches; the wind is often strong. Popular hikes include a 4km-adventure around the knoll to Damnoni Beach.

EATING & DRINKING IN PLAKIAS: OUR PICKS

Elea: There’s more than moussaka at this cheery taverna serving trad dishes from remote mountain villages (snails, rabbit etc). noon-midnight €€

Veranda Cafe: Beach view and great omelettes, yoghurt bowls, salads, sandwiches, grilled mains and pasta. Long drinks list. 7am-midnight €€

Blu Cafe: Opposite the sand, a modern cafe with the best coffee locally. Serious baristas pour a range of hot and cold drinks. 8am-11pm

Mes Tin Ammo Beach Bar: Right on the sand, with a thatched roof vibe, towards the beach’s south end. Big colourful drinks served strong. 10am-2am





Beyond Plakias
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Beaches, beaches and more beaches: that’s the coast beyond Plakias in both directions. From famous Preveli to deserted Ligres, there is one for you.



Places

Preveli Beach

West to Hania Province

Agios Pavlos

Agia Galini



The area around Plakias is dotted with marvellously isolated beachy coves. East, they go all the way to Agia Galini. Highlights include the famous palm beach at Preveli. Frequent summer winds help keep the area from being overrun (except Agia Galini) while giving windsurfers and people on SUPs great joy.

Approaching from the north, the scenery becomes increasingly dramatic and takes in marvellous views of the Libyan Sea. The road to Preveli travels via the equally spectacular Kourtaliotiko Gorge. Lording over its namesake beach, the monastery at Preveli is a popular stop.

You can spend weeks exploring the beaches here. Only the most isolated won’t have at least one good cafe renting loungers.


GETTING AROUND

In summer, small boats from Plakias and Agia Galini, linking beaches and coves along the southern coast, are the way to go. Roads and parking areas can get clogged. Reaching remote beaches may require long and winding (but scenic and thrilling) drives off the main road. Agios Pavlos and Triopetra respectively have 13km and 12km access roads, which are being improved to aid development. Agia Galini is well-linked by bus to Rethymno, Iraklio and Matala.



Preveli Beach TIME FROM PLAKIAS: 20min [image: jpg]

Palm trees, beauty and fame

Preveli Beach (aka Palm Beach) is one of the most famous in Crete. At the mouth of Kourtaliotiko Gorge, where the river Megalopotamos empties into the Libyan Sea, the famous palm-lined riverbanks have freshwater pools good for a dip. The beach is backed by rugged cliffs and punctuated by a made-for-selfies heart-shaped boulder at the water’s edge.

The main beach area has the usual umbrella and snack vendors. There’s no permanent village, so out of season the entire area is nearly devoid of people. It’s a steep 1km walk down from the car park, but once you reach the bottom it’s worth walking a bit more as the furthest reaches are some of the most appealing and sandiest. Some of the best stretches are beyond an ankle-deep river flow.

Preveli Beach is the endpoint for the rewarding Kourtaliotiko Gorge hike.

Now the bad news: in summer, Preveli can get jammed to the point of misery. The access road and parking area get coagulated with rental cars filled with impatient holiday-makers. At these times, consider the uncrowded beaches near Plakias and southeast towards Agios Pavlos.
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Preveli Beach | Eva Bocek/Shutterstock ©

Lofty Moni Preveli

Historic Moni Preveli cuts an imposing silhouette high above the Libyan Sea. It consists of two parts: the ruined lower monastery of St John the Baptist, and the upper monastery of St John the Theologian. A small museum features exquisite icons and richly embroidered vestments. However, it’s really the view from this isolated bluff that entrances.

On the road to the monastery, a memorial showing a gun-toting abbot and an Allied British soldier also commemorates the site’s wartime role, as does a fountain on the right as you enter the monastery complex. Like most Cretan monasteries, Preveli was a centre of resistance during the Turkish occupation and also played a key role in WWII, hiding trapped Allied soldiers from the Nazis until they could escape to Egypt by submarine.


BEST ISOLATED BEACHES EAST OF PREVELI

Drymiskiano Ammoudi Beach: Easily reached by a well-maintained trail over a rocky headland from Preveli to the west. Has good tavernas.

Akoumia Beach: One of Crete’s longest beaches and backed by a lonely coast road. Large rocks give shelter from the wind; no services.

Agia Fotini Beach: Below the cute village of Kerames, a strip of grey sand and pebbles that’s rarely busy. Has sleeping-cat tavernas.

Podare Beach: A few villas dot the long road down to this plot of rocky sand.

Ligres Beach: Serene strand with a long sweep of greyish sand and good swimming, tavernas and a seasonal waterfall. Access is via a narrow, winding road, also from Podare.



West to Hania Province TIME FROM PLAKIAS: 25–45min [image: jpg]

Coastal drives and hidden beaches 

There’s a great quintet of beaches west of Plakias. All are linked by a nascent coastal road of varying quality and crowds are few. Frolicking on the sand and comparing their qualities would be a great day out.

Starting in the east and going west, Korakas is a long strand of grey sand at the base of rocky cliffs. Polirizos is a burgeoning holiday area with rentals and services. Peristeres is hidden at the end of a long road and has gnarled shade trees and a cafe. At the end of dirt road, Rodakino is blissfully empty. Nearby cove-like Agia Marina is easier to reach and is undeveloped.



FATEFUL FLIGHT OF ICARUS & DAEDALUS

Agia Galini has its place in the annals of Greek mythology as the site where Icarus and Daedalus took their ill-fated flight (a moment that shadowed dreams of flight in the following millennia, right up to the Wright Brothers in 1903).

Deciding it was time to flee Crete after the Minotaur fiasco, the ever-inventive Daedalus created bird-like wings with feathers held together by beeswax. Icarus, his son, joined him and Daedalus offered the sage advice to avoid flying too close to the sun or water. Impetuous Icarus ignored this and flew high, and the rest is [mythological] history.

The moment is marked at the far-western end of Agia Galini’s harbour at the hilltop amphitheatre, where you’ll find statues depicting the pair preparing for the journey.



Agios Pavlos TIME FROM PLAKIAS: 1hr [image: jpg]

Sandy gem on a lonely coast

Cradled by cliffs, Agios Pavlos is little more than a few tavernas with rooms set around a small crescent of dark, coarse sand backed by dunes, with the distinctive silhouette of Paximadia Island hovering offshore. It’s crowded in summer, but you can walk – or get a ride on a boat – to quieter beaches nearby. When quiet, Agios Pavlos is a fantastic escape.

 

Triopetra beaches

To the north of Agios Pavlos past Cape Melissa is the spectacular Triopetra Beach, which is divided in two by a rocky bluff. The long brown-sand beaches are real crowd-pleasers, featuring magnificent crystal-clear waters. The southern beach is deep, long and flat with distant coastal views. It’s easily reached by walking from Agios Pavlos.

The northern beach is even more isolated. The fine sand forms dunes behind the surf and there are a couple of beach tavernas.

Agia Galini TIME FROM PLAKIAS: 1hr [image: jpg]

Popular port town and beach

One of southern Crete’s most touristy seaside towns, the erstwhile fishing village of Agia Galini is a handy base for exploring miles of remote beaches and mountain villages. But it’s also grievously over-developed, which has diluted its original charm. It sits in a narrow chasm opening to a small harbour, which in summer is like a gorge flooded after a rain, only instead of torrents of water flowing down to the sea, it’s torrents of tourists.

Agia Galini is best visited in the spring and autumn, when it’s mostly residents and visitors on long stays. It’s worth getting a room with a view as you can see the coast to Matala and beyond. There are good walks, including one along a fine waterfront promenade that runs around a headland from the main part of town to a good beach with cafes and bars.

While Agia Galini can feel claustrophobic in high season, if you’re thinking of an escape, don’t emulate its two most famous characters in Greek mythology: Icarus and Daedalus.

EATING & DRINKING IN AGIA GALINI: OUR PICKS

Onar: Good views over the fishing port, tasty mezes and charcoal-grilled seafood. Chefs are often carving up freshly caught fish. 11.30am-midnight €€

Cafe Platia: In a square near the harbour, excellent breakfasts and a menu that goes beyond Greek standards. Long list of cocktails. 8.30am-midnight €€

Apnea Restaurant Beach Bar: On Agia Galini’s close-in beach, on the sand. Big, casual menu and full-service bar. 9am-10pm €€

Alexander: Characterful bar where visitors feel like old regulars by their second drink. Corner spot open on all sides. A balmy night hangout. 9am-1am





Places We Love to Stay

€ Budget €€ Midrange €€€ Top End

Rethymnohere

Rethymno Youth Hostel € One of Crete’s best budget hotels, centrally located in a quiet street. Has a lovely courtyard garden.

Hamam Oriental Suites €€ A former Venetian-Ottoman bathhouse converted to a boutique hotel. Many rooms still have historical details.

Mansio Boutique Hotel €€ Restored vintage building with well-appointed rooms around a small pool. Close to the centre.

Ammos Suites €€ Tall hotel east of the centre and across from the appealing Municipal Beach of Rethymno. Most rooms boast sea views.

Casa Moazzo €€ Built in 1276, this former home of Venetian nobles has 10 elegant rooms, each with unique decor. The courtyard features a stone arch.

Avli Lounge Apartments €€€ Luxury is taken seriously at this hushed retreat; warmly furnished studios sporting stone walls, beamed ceilings and Jacuzzi tubs. Great restaurant.

Casa Vitae Villas €€€ Exquisitely restored Venetian palace that dates to the 15th century. Superb rooms and service.

Beyond Rethymno

Kouriton House €€ Beautifully restored 1750 stone manor with atmospheric rooms near Margarites. Owner has a wealth of local knowledge.

Arcus Suites €€ Five luxe suites in a 14th-century Venetian home in the heart of the upper town of Argyroupoli.

Kapsaliana Village €€€ Once a hamlet whose olives supplied nearby Moni Arkadiou, the entire village is now stylish villas.

Panormohere

Captain’s House Hotel €€ Modern and spacious split-level apartments in a prime waterfront location.

Dalabelos Estate €€ Ten traditional-style houses have views over rolling hills to the sea. Comfy modern rooms and activities.

Beyond Panormo

Hotel Aristea € Small inn offers sweeping valley views from balconies attached to rooms and apartments. In Anogia’s upper town.

Enagron Ecotourism Village €€ Working farm offers an immersion in traditional Cretan life. Attractive villas, laid out like a small village. Many activities.

Spilihere

Hotel Herakles € Classic whitewashed small guesthouse in the heart of town; relax on the balconies.

Angela’s River Paradise €€ Lives up to its name, 4km west of the centre in the lush, hilly countryside. A bucolic retreat.

Green Hotel €€ Part of the Maravel Garden empire. In the heart of Spili, exudes traditional style and comfort. Many activities including a sauna.

Plakiashere

Alianthos Beach Hotel € One of the best-value places in southern Crete. Rooms at this modern three-storey hotel sparkle. Many have sea views.

Plakias Suites €€ Stylish outpost at the quiet south end of the beach, 1km from the centre. Rooms have a private balcony or patio.

Beyond Plakias

Villa Maria €€ Waves and a rushing creek are the soundtrack at this family-run pension on isolated Ligres Beach.

Pavlos’ Place €€ Right above the sand at Triopetra Beach, a perfect chill spot. Rooms shun TVs but have wi-fi.

Stefanos Village Hotel €€€ On the northern outskirts of Myrthios above Plakias, sprawling hillside hotel with luxe rooms and views.

Agia Galini

Aketon Rooms € A glimpse of life before tourism took off. Delightful and simple family-run pension in a prime spot overlooking the harbour.

Palazzo Greco €€ Stylish and breezy hotel overlooking the sea. Has a beautiful patio above the pool. Short walk down to the centre.






Iraklio
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MINOAN TREASURES, SUBLIME BEACHES AND INVITING VINEYARDS


Big-city charm, mysterious ruins, rows of vines marching up rolling hillside and hedonistic beaches: welcome to Crete’s heartland.
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Iraklio is Crete’s most dynamic province, home to almost half the island’s population and its top-rated tourist site, the Minoan Palace of Knossos. Priceless treasures unearthed at Knossos and other ancient sites such as Phaestos and Gortyna are displayed at the unmissable Heraklion Archaeological Museum, the globally famous gem of the region’s capital city, also called Iraklio. Bustling and down-to-earth, Iraklio gets street cred from thriving cafe, restaurant and nightlife scenes and has some fun shopping in its mostly pedestrianised historic centre.

The coastal stretch east of Iraklio, with Hersonisos as its hub, is given over almost entirely to package tourism – with nonstop partying in a near continuous band of hotels and resorts. Just inland, though, hillside villages sweetly lost in time provide pleasing contrast while cave explorations add a delightfully eerie element to your holiday adventures.

South of Iraklio, you can taste the sophisticated tipple produced in Iraklio Wine Country, get acquainted with Zorba the Greek writer Nikos Kazantzakis, hike up sacred Mt Yiouhtas or watch a potter create Minoan-style jars.

A worthwhile side trip as you head south across the fertile Messara plane is Zaros, a rustic village in the foothills of Crete’s highest mountain, Psiloritis. On the quieter southern coast, the ex-hippie hangout of Matala is the main developed beach town, while in the hinterland villages life unfolds in a charmingly unhurried way.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Iraklio

Energetic capital.

Arhanes

Wine and antiquity.

Matala

Beaches and ruins.

Hersonisos

Party central.




Find Your Way


From the eponymous capital and the coastal tourist centres in the north, Iraklio segues into hilly wine country and the fertile Messara plain down to the southern shore, all experienced in just a 65km/two-hour drive.
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Plan Your Time


Iraklio’s like an overstuffed sandwich, with tasty morsels packed between the coasts. Enjoy cosmopolitan Iraklio, meet the Minoans, sample superb wine, tackle rugged gorges and relax at dreamy beaches.


[image: jpg]

Byzantine Basilica of Agios Titos, Gortyna | trabantos/Shutterstock ©


Pressed for Time

• Make a beeline to the Heraklion Archaeological Museum before the crowds arrive. Decompress on a walk along the waterfront and through the historic centre.

• Ideally arrive at the Palace of Knossos after 3pm when the tour buses have left. Sample the famous vintages at the Iraklio Wine Country.




If You Have More Time

• Explore pretty Arhanes, then get your intellectual fix at the Nikos Kazantzakis Museum. Head south for Matala to laze on the beach. Don’t miss the Minoan palace of Phaestos and Roman town Gortyna.

• Hike down the rugged Agiofarango Gorge to a secluded beach. Feast on trout in hilly Zaros.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

The mild temperatures, and many wildflowers and herbs, make this the perfect season for hiking and gorge walks.

SUMMER

Highlights include the Dafnes Wine and Matala Beach Festivals, as well as the season-long Iraklio Summer Festival.

AUTUMN

The sea is still warm and the grape harvest kicks into high gear. Raki distilling peaks in November with raucous festivals.

WINTER

Christmas time can be magical when a holiday market takes over Plateia Eleftherias. Have Knossos to yourself.





Iraklio
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CITY CHARMS | VENETIAN BEAUTY | TOP RESTAURANTS

Crete’s capital, Iraklio (also called Heraklion), is Greece’s fifth-largest city and the island’s economic and administrative hub. It’s also home to one of Crete’s blockbuster sights: the must-see Heraklion Archaeological Museum, which – together with the nearby Palace of Knossos – provides a fascinating window into the island’s Minoan past.

Though not pretty in a conventional way, Iraklio definitely grows on you as you explore its layers and wander its backstreets. You’ll discover a low-key urban sophistication with a thriving cafe and restaurant scene, good shopping and buzzy nightlife. The waterfront and old walls invite strolling, and the pedestrianised historic centre is punctuated with bustling squares flanked by heritage buildings.

Called Candia while under Venetian rule, the city became a centre for the arts and home to painters such as Damaskinos and El Greco. The magnificent Koules fortress and many of the great public buildings in the historic centre date to this period.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Heraklion Archaeological Museum

2Koules Fortress

SIGHTS

3Agios Markos Basilica

4Breakwater

5Church of Agios Titos

6City Walls

7Historical Museum of Crete

8Kenouryia Porta

9Kotsana Museum of Ancient Greek Technology

10Lakkos

11Martinengo Bastion

 Morosini Fountain (see 14)

 Municipal Art Gallery (see 3)

12Plateia Eleftherias

13Plateia Kornarou

14Plateia Venizelou

15St Andreas Bastion

16Tomb of Nikos Kazantzakis

17Venetian Loggia

Sleeping

18Crops Suites

19Intra Muros Boutique Hostel

20Lato Boutique Hotel

21Olive Green Hotel

22Pagopoieion

EATING

23Apiri

 Herbs’ Garden (see 20)

24Hovoli

25Ippokampos

26Kafeneio O Lakkos

27Kirkór

28Ligo Krasi Ligo Thalassa

29Mia Zoi Loukoumades

30O Kafenes Tou Kagiampi

31Peskesi

32Phyllosophies

33Stamatakis Bakery-Confectionery

34Thraka tis Plateias

35Vourvouladiko

Drinking & Nightlife

36Hacienda

37Think Tank

38Xalavro

Shopping

39Eli’s Ceramic Art Workshop

40Iraklio Central Market

41Irida Family Workshop

42Lexis

43Mayaba Store

44Phaskomilo




GETTING AROUND

Most places of interest in Iraklio are within the city centre, which is not only flat and compact but also largely pedestrianised, making walking a joy. If you have a rental car, drop it in your hotel garage, a 24/7 car park or use the free parking at the Cultural Center on Giannikou (watch out for the hours, though, so you don’t get locked out).

KTEL buses serve the region from the historic Central Bus Station. The airport is only 4km east of the centre, access is a breeze. The ferry port is even closer.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Toss your map and just wander Iraklio, looking for its many surprises. Intriguing shops, alluring cafes and squares designed for people-watching are just some of what you’ll find.



Glorious Venetian Vestiges

Explore Iraklio’s historic centre

On a one-hour stroll through Iraklio’s car-free old centre, you can revel in its surviving Venetian heritage. Start at Plateia Eleftherias, next to the Heraklion Archaeological Museum, and wander along Dedalou, the main shopping street.

Arriving at always bustling Plateia Venizelou, you should sample the local treat bougatsa at one of the cafes that provide front-row views of the landmark Morosini Fountain and offer superb people-watching. Ringed by four water-spouting lions, the fountain was built in 1628 to dispense fresh water brought in by an aqueduct from the nearby mountains.

From the square, Iraklio’s main commercial artery, 25 Avgoustou, leads straight down to the port, passing such magnificent Venetian buildings as the Agios Markos Basilica. Built in 1239 at the beginning of Venetian rule, it is dedicated to St Mark, the patron saint of Venice, and now houses the Municipal Art Gallery (heraklionartgallery.gr; adult/child €4/2), which has changing exhibits. Check out the interior columns and the richly carved ceiling.

A few steps further, your eyes will be drawn to the recently restored Loggia, a 17th-century mansion where Venetian nobles once gathered for drinks and discussion; it now houses the town hall. Be sure to step inside the courtyard and look up for an unexpectedly photogenic perspective of the building’s architecture.

Close to the waterfront, the majestic Church of Agios Titos dominates the eponymous, palm-studded square surrounded by cafes and bars. Its most revered possession is the gem-encrusted skull relic of St Titus, returned here in 1966 after being spirited to Venice for safekeeping during the Turkish occupation. It’s in the chapel on the left as you enter.
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IRAKLIO’S HISTORY

Settled since Neolithic times, Iraklio was conquered by the Saracens in 824 CE and became a slave-trade and pirate capital. Byzantine troops ousted the Arabs after a siege in 961. In 1204, Crete was sold to the Venetians and the city became a centre for artists such as Damaskinos and El Greco. The Turks besieged Iraklio in 1648 and named it Megalo Kastro (Big Castle). In 1898 a Turkish mob massacred hundreds of Cretans and Brits. Within weeks, British ships steamed into Iraklio’s harbour and ended Turkish rule.

Iraklio got its current name in 1922. The city was devastated in WWII, when bombs levelled much of the old Venetian and Turkish town. It became Crete’s capital in 1971.



Castle by the Sea

Take the harbour citadel

Fishing boats bob gently in the harbour, looking dainty compared to Koules, the massive fortress built by the Venetians, who called it Rocca al Mare. It has guarded the port’s entrance for the past 500 years. Inside its metres-thick walls, it’s fun to poke around its exhibits and discover that the castle held back the Turks for 21 years, served as a prison for Cretan revolutionaries, and was big enough to house ammunition, officers and its own mill.

Muted light filtering in through skylights and old cannon holes illuminates ancient amphorae, cannons and other finds recovered from nearby shipwrecks by Jacques Cousteau in 1976. Wrap up your tour on the rooftop with panoramic views over the sea and the vaulted arcades of the Arsenali, the dockyards built by Venetians to shelter and repair their fleet of ships.

WHERE TO EAT IN IRAKLIO: TOP PICKS

Peskesi: Culinary magic forged from family-farm ingredients and served amid unpretentious sophistication in a Venetian mansion. Book. 1pm-1am €€

Thigaterra: Rustic-elegant slow-food champion at Ammoudara Beach gives traditional Greek dishes the next-gen workout. 4pm-midnight €€

Vourvouladiko: Crisp Turkish-infused Cretan cuisine in an enchanted Lakkos garden with good music. A genteel retreat. 7pm-1am €€

Apiri: Stylish but relaxed corner bistro with a tightly curated menu of modern Greek cuisine, cocktails and craft beer. noon-midnight €€


BEST KID-FRIENDLY FUN NEAR IRAKLIO

Ammoudara Beach: Long, wide and golden sands about 4km west of Iraklio.

Karteros Beach: Just east of the airport is one long strand with multiple names (Amnissos, Xenia, Tobruk etc). Popular with residents; there are cafes and activities vendors.

Xeropotamos Beach: Closest to town (just west of the stadium); enjoy a quick dip.

Hersonisos: The greater Hersonisos area has myriad family-friendly attractions.
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Walking on Water

A breakwater stroll

Let the wind tousle your hair as you walk from Koules Fortress to Iraklio’s lighthouse along the 2km-long breakwater protecting Iraklio’s old port. About halfway you’ll pass some murals and a filigree metal statue called The Mermaid. This is the place to be at sunset.

A Sweet Taste of History

Duelling bougatsa

It’s a traditional breakfast food but, quite frankly, any time is perfect for scarfing up creamy bougatsa, an extravagantly delicious filo pastry stuffed with either myzithra (sheep’s-milk cheese similar to ricotta) or a sweet creamy custard dusted with powdered sugar and cinnamon.


With tables sprawling next to the Morosini Fountain, side-by-side Phyllosophies and Kirkór are Iraklio’s top spots to try this typical Cretan pastry along with a strong Greek coffee. Residents slightly favour the smaller and quieter Kirkór but either one is a treat. Both bakery-cafes were founded a century ago by refugees from today’s Turkey, where the dish originated. If you’re visiting Hania, try bougatsa there, as the style is a bit different and sweeter. In a tradition special to Iraklio, bougatsa consumption peaks on New Year’s Eve and New Year’s Day in an attempt to ensure good luck for the following year.

EATING IN IRAKLIO: BEST SEAFOOD

Ligo Krasi Ligo Thalassa: The name means ‘A Little Wine A Little Sea’. Has Koules views and inspired preparation. noon-midnight €€

Ippokampos: This long-running ouzerie with a covered waterfront terrace has expertly prepared fare at fair prices. 11.30am-10.30pm €€

Kannelos: Long-running shop has its own fishing boats. Pick your fish, and it’ll be cooked on the spot. 7am-2.30pm Mon-Sat €

Herbs’ Garden: Fab views of the harbour and sea from the rooftop restaurant atop the Lato Boutique Hotel. All uber-fresh. 1pm-midnight €€€

Greece’s Pioneering Brilliance

Secrets of ancient inventions

Who knew that it was actually the Ancient Greeks who invented alarm clocks, robots and computers? There to spread the word is the pint-sized Kotsana Museum of Ancient Greek Technology (kotsanas.com; adult/child €6/3) in a gorgeous Venetian stone house near the port. This two-room cabinet of curiosities is packed with models, videos and information panels that explain the science behind dozens of inventions made thousands of years ago. Marvel at the mechanics of the crane used to build the Parthenon, the Antikythera Mechanism (the ‘first laptop’) or the wine-pouring automatic servant. Staff demonstrations of the ingenious Pythagoras Cup never fail to elicit oohs and aahs from young and old. Wrap up with a game of trias, an ancient version of tic-tac-toe, in the upstairs cafe.

The museum has companion facilities in Athens, Ancient Olympia and Katakolo.


GRAVE OF NIKOS KAZANTZAKIS

A simple tomb in the well-preserved Martinengo Bastion south of the city centre honours Nikos Kazantzakis (1883–1957), Crete’s most acclaimed 20th-century writer and the author of Zorba the Greek. The famous epitaph on his grave reads: ‘I hope for nothing, I fear nothing, I am free’.

Kazantzakis was buried in the city wall because the Greek Orthodox Church, which had threatened him with excommunication because of his critical and controversial writings about the church and religion, denied him a burial in a cemetery. Few people make the long climb to this lofty site. There is a garden and 360-degree views.

Learn more about the man at the Nikos Kazantzakis Museum, south of Iraklio city in the village of Myrtia.



Communist Cult Cafe

Politics, coffee and Cretan fare

Dimitris Kagiampi does not bother making bones about his political leanings. Every inch of wall space of his always-packed O Kafenes Tou Kagiampi, about 350m south of the Morosini Fountain, is plastered with photographs, posters and paintings of famous leftists, revolutionaries and anti-fascists.

But even if you’re not a fan of Marx, Fidel or WWII resistance fighter Aris Velouchtiotis (that’s him with the magnificent beard to the left of Che), you’ll find it hard to resist the free-flowing raki, the feel-good atmosphere and the tasty small plates of honest-to-goodness Cretan home-cooked workers’ fare pouring from the pint-sized kitchen in this large, corner cafe. Walking south from here takes you into the heart of the vibrant Lakkos neighbourhood.

WHERE TO DRINK IN IRAKLIO: OUR PICKS

Xalavro: Lounge bar in a roofless stone ruin with creative cocktails, mellow lighting and a diverse crowd. Nice garden. 10am-3am

Levare: This cult late-night club is the local fave for after-hours partying, with jumping action until dawn. midnight-6am

Hacienda: Buzzy all-rounder with hand-harvested single-estate coffees, and breakfast, homemade sweets and global treats. 7am-10pm

Think Tank: In a busy zone of cafes and bars, relax on the plant-filled rooftop or the courtyard of an updated neoclassical building. 8.30am-1am



BEST SHOPPING IN IRAKLIO

Phaskomilo: The name means ‘sage’ and that’s just one of the local food items sold in this market store, one of several in a cluster.

Lexis: Well-curated bookshop with a fine selection of English-language books about Greece, from Homer to Zorba.

Mayaba Store: Specialises in high-quality locally made gift items, from whimsical to practical. Lots of things for kids.

Irida Family Workshop: Shop run by a talented family who make reproductions of the best items at the nearby archaeology museum.

Eli’s Ceramic Art Workshop: Unique pottery and ceramic items made locally by artisans. Excellent quality and a wide selection.
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Walk the Walls

Lofty Venetian legacy and parks

Ideally one hour before sunset, climb the stairs at the Kenouryia Porta, a historic city gate in the city walls that was opened after WWII next to the existing Jesus Gate. Walking northwest (clockwise), catch a glimpse of the distant mountains, including the distinctive shape of Mt Yiouhtas.

The old town is on your right as you pass by the Martinengo Bastion with the tomb of Nikos Kazantzakis. Continue walking above Bethlehem Gate and Chanioporta (Pantokrator Gate), which are now linked by beautiful new parks on top of the walls. At the seafront St Andreas Bastion, watch the sun dropping into the sea behind the hill of Rodia.

Iraklio burst out of its walls long ago, but these massive fortifications, with seven bastions and four gates, remain conspicuous, dwarfing the modern concrete structures around them. The Venetians built the defences between 1462 and 1562.

Engaging with Crete’s History

The island’s only El Grecos

If you’re wondering what Crete’s been up to in the millennia between the Minoans’ demise and today, set aside some time for the engrossing Historical Museum of Crete (historical-museum.gr; adult/child €8/5).


Get up to speed in the first room, which charts the island’s major historical phases (Byzantine, Venetian, Ottoman) through maps, books, artefacts and images.

Standouts among the many highlights include the only two El Greco paintings on view in Crete: The Baptism of Christ (1569) and View of Mt Sinai and the Monastery of St Catherine (1570).

The Venetian era receives special emphasis and there’s even a huge model of the city c 1650 prior to the Turkish occupation. Look for 13th- and 14th-century frescoes, exquisite Venetian gold jewellery, and embroidered vestments. A historical exhibition charts Crete’s road to independence from the Turks in the early 20th century. The most interesting rooms on the 2nd floor are the recreated study of Cretan-born author Nikos Kazantzakis and those dramatically detailing aspects of the WWII Battle of Crete in 1941, including the Cretan resistance and the role of the Allied Secret Service. The top floor features an outstanding folklore collection.

EATING IN IRAKLIO: QUICK EATS

Hovoli: Family-run; always busy thanks to its baseball-glove-sized gyros servings. One of many good choices near Plateia Eleftherias. 10am-1pm €

Thraka tis Plateias: Order your gyros with thrakopsomo, a crusty bread only available here. Winsome cats will try to be your pal. 11am-1am €

Mia Zoi Loukoumades: Delicious loukoumadhes (massive ball-shaped doughnuts drizzled with honey, sesame seeds and cinnamon). 6am-11pm €

Stamatakis Bakery-Confectionery: All the classic Greek baked goods are here at this excellent family-run bakery. 6am-4pm €

Fun, Food & Knick-Knacks

Forage at a legendary market

Drawing both residents and visitors, Iraklio Market, on the long alley Odos 1866, is a local institution. Ignore the tourist tat and focus instead on stalls laden with farm-fresh produce, meats, fresh breads and artisanal goodies like local cheeses, thyme honey and olives. Sniff around aromatic herbs and leather goods or try on silly hats and gaudy jewellery, then cap your spree with a strong Greek coffee at Koudoumas, a time-tested cafe entered via a Venetian-era arch.

Odos 1866 culminates on Plateia Kornarou dominated by a hexagonal Turkish sebil (pump house). Also note Bembo Fountain behind it, which was cobbled together in the 1550s from scavenged antique materials, including the headless Roman statue.


IRAKLIO ONLINE

Heraklion History (history.heraklion.gr) Rich website provides an excellent overview of the history of the city and its monuments through the ages. The first-person accounts are engrossing, recounting traditional life and detailing the major changes to Iraklio since WWII.

Historical Museum of Crete (historical-museum.gr) The official museum website has an excellent overview of Crete since Byzantine times. The section on Nikos Kazantzakis is excellent, with a detailed timeline of the author’s life and career.

Heraklion Tourism (visitheraklion.eu) Iraklio’s official tourism website details history, sights, activities, practical details and even a few local recipes like baked orzo and chickpeas, as well as pork with wine and petimezi (grape syrup).



Sex, Drugs & Rembetika

From red-light to trendy

Changes are afoot in Lakkos, a long-neglected quarter just north of the Cultural Conference Center. From the early 1900s until WWII, this warren of narrow streets teemed with hash dens, brothels and bars populated by a demimonde of outlaws, misfits, soldiers and refugees, pulsating to the rhythm of rembetika, the ‘Greek blues’.

Steadily gentrifying, this former red-light district is being spruced up, spurred on by the Lakkos Project (thelakkosproject.weebly.com), conceived by Australian artist Mathew Halpin.

Let your imagination drift back to those lawless days on an aimless wander around the dusty maze of crooked lanes where street art adds splashes of colour to the still mostly derelict house facades. Some of the finest murals grace the central square off Taxiarchou Markopoulou where sprawling Kafeneio O Lakkos, the unofficial community hub, makes a great beer-and-mezedhes stop.




TOP EXPERIENCE
Heraklion Archaeological Museum

Snake goddesses, bull leapers and the Prince of the Lilies are among the intriguing characters you’ll encounter at the unmissable Heraklion Archaeological Museum. This is the world’s premier museum of the Minoan culture, which is widely considered to be the first civilisation in Europe. Reaching a peak of development beginning in 2000 BCE, their art, architecture and culture are celebrated in this visitor-friendly museum.
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TOP TIPS

• Visit after 3pm in summer when it’s less busy.

• The admission price (adult/child €6/3) doubles in peak season.

• The simple cafe has shady outdoor seating overlooking architectural digs.


PRACTICALITIES

Scan the QR code for full details about the museum.
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Ancient Treasures

The museum’s 27 rooms show off the most beautiful and well-preserved pieces of art and artefacts unearthed on Crete – pottery to jewellery, sarcophagi to frescoes – spanning 7200 years from the Neolithic period (7000 BCE) to Roman times (200 CE). A two-hour spin around here will greatly enhance your understanding of Cretan history, help put any archaeological site on Crete in context, and bring to life both aspects of daily life and the development of Cretan societies. The two-storey 1930s’ Bauhaus building makes a gleaming showcase for artefacts from Neolithic to Roman times, including a Minoan collection of unparalleled richness. The rooms are colour-coded, and displays are arranged both chronologically and by themes such as settlements, trade, death, religion and administration. Engaging descriptions provide context in English. While comprehensive, the exhibits are also selective so the scope is not overwhelming. Items displayed in the remaining upstairs rooms and two more on the ground cover the period from the early Stone Age to the Roman period; these would be the pride of every other museum but here pale in comparison to the magnificence of the Minoan objects.






ARCHAEOLOGICAL MUSEUM HIGHLIGHTS WALKING TOUR


Here’s an easy stroll through the museum, hitting the don’t-miss treasures.
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	START

	END

	LENGTH




	Room I

	Room XIII

	200m; two hours





Start on the 1 ground floor, where rooms I to III focus on the Neolithic period to the Middle Bronze Age (7000 BCE to 1700 BCE), showing life in Crete’s first settlements. In room II, seek out the 2 golden pendant with bees from Malia, a sophisticated jeweller’s masterpiece.

Rooms IV to VI illustrate life in the Late Bronze Age (1700 BCE to 1450 BCE), when Minoan culture reached its zenith. Room IV highlights include a 3 small toy house (a sort of Minoan Barbie’s dream house) and a model of Knossos.

Rooms VII and VIII reveal the importance of Minoan religion and ideology, with cult objects and figurines. Note the everyday items like tools which still look familiar today. The 4 snake goddesses and 5 stone bull’s head are stunning ceremonial items from Knossos (room VIII).

Rooms IX and X are dedicated to the Palace of Knossos and evidence of the interloping Mycenaeans. 6 Linear B clay tablets reveal the first ‘Greek’ script.

Rooms XI and XII feature settlements, sanctuaries and graves of the Late Bronze Age. The extraordinary 7 sarcophagus from Agia Triada (room XII) displays fresco-style scenes, including the sacrifice of a bull – you can make out the horror in its eyes. And don’t miss the details on the backside.







Beyond Iraklio
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Iraklio’s countryside is a tapestry of rolling vineyards, majestic gorges, historical sites, glorious beaches and one incredible Minoan palace.



Places

Agia Pelagia

Fodele

Skalani



If you only see one of Crete’s attractions from antiquity, make it the Palace of Knossos. A quick 5km south of Iraklio, it was the largest of the palaces built by the Minoans, a Bronze Age people who attained an astonishingly high level of civilisation and ruled large parts of the Aegean some 4000 years ago.

Elsewhere in the region, Agia Pelagia anchors Iraklio Province’s most appealing string of small beaches and resorts. The country town of Fodele offers windows into comfortable rural life and the story of El Greco. South of Knossos, Skalani marks the beginning of wine country and was the scene of an event in WWII that had horrible consequences for Crete’s people.


GETTING AROUND

Bus No 2 runs frequently to Knossos from Plateia Eleftherias. There’s free parking near the ticket office. You’ll want a vehicle for exploring the hilly coast of Agia Pelagia and the regions inland.



Agia Pelagia TIME FROM IRAKLIO: 35min [image: jpg]

Iraklio’s upscale beach town

There’s no denying that the beach resort area of Agia Pelagia, some 20km west of Iraklio, occupies privileged seaside real estate – the whole area is spectacular. The town lines a long, sandy beach that’s built up with shops and development. Your best bet, whether to stay or on a beachy day trip, is further north along the scalloped coast.

Alluring Mononaftis Beach

North of Agia Pelgia’s centre, the narrow cove of Mononaftis Beach is one of the prettiest in the area. Resorts sit back from the sand on steep bluffs. The shore is protected and good for swimming. Top activities include shore diving. Stay Wet Diving Center (staywet.gr) organises dive trips and gives lessons. At the edge of the sand, Taverna Bar Vasilis is superb and rents loungers.

Fodele TIME FROM IRAKLIO: 35min [image: jpg]

Lovely and artful country village

Located 25km west of Iraklio, the village of Fodele snuggles into a fertile valley irrigated by the diminutive Pantomantris River, which is fed by the runoff from several local deep gorges. It’s a worthy stop even before you visit the nearby Museum of El Greco (who is honored in the village by a monument under a centuries-old tree). The sole main street houses several top rural tavernas.


[image: jpg]

Fodele | Pierrette Guertin/Shutterstock ©

Pondering El Greco

Experts dispute that the tiny village of Fodele is El Greco’s birthplace, and those expecting the real thing on all fronts may be disappointed, but this quaint little stone museum has two dozen backlit replicas of the artist’s works. It’s serenely located about 1km northwest of the village. If nothing else, it gives a good idea of what El Greco’s birthplace might have been like. The lush countryside is fertile and the site is covered in lemon and orange trees. Olive groves stretch into the distance.

Among the nearby Byzantine chapels, the beautiful small Church of the Panayia is a confection of stone arches. Opposite the museum, it was built on the ruins of an 8th-century basilica.


A FATEFUL KIDNAPPING

On the night of 26 April 1944, a car carrying the German military commander, General Heinrich Kreipe, was heading north from his headquarters in Arhanes to his house near Iraklio. He never made it. A team of Cretan resistance fighters led by British commander and raconteur, the legendary Patrick Leigh Fermor (1915–2011), stopped the car and kidnapped Kreipe.

Over the next weeks the general was squirrelled across the countryside even as a fierce manhunt scoured the island, eventually reaching Egypt. The Germans responded with fierce reprisals against the civilian population. Cities were bombed, villages like Anogia destroyed, and civilians lined up and shot.

Today, the monument in Skalani by local artist Manolis Tsompanakis recalls the kidnapping and provides details.



Skalani TIME FROM IRAKLIO: 20min [image: jpg]

Historic gateway to wineries

On the northern edge of Iraklio’s Wine Country, vineyards line the rolling hills around the village of Skalini even as Iraklio suburbs creep south.

Inviting countryside guesthouses and tavernas are scattered about the landscape. Amid the pleasures is a darker story. In the middle of a traffic circle on the Knossos-Arhanes Rd near Patsides is a memorial that recalls the abduction of German General Heinrich Kreipe in 1944, an event that had far-reaching consequences for Crete in the waning months of WWII.

EATING BEYOND IRAKLIO: OUR PICKS

Taverna Bar Vasilis: Right on Mononaftis Beach. The seafood is unmatched in the area and draws residents from Iraklio. noon-9.30pm €€

Giasemí: Cretan dishes plus faves from across Greece are cooked with colour and flair in Fodele; great food served simply. 9am-midnight €

Elia and Diosmos: In Skalani village and close to Knossos, market-fresh ingredients shine in flavour-intense and progressive Cretan dishes. 1-11pm €€

Kritikí Gi: This cosy lair in Skalani gets punters salivating over native cuisine jazzed up with global touches. Appealing terrace. 4-11pm Fri-Sun €
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TOP EXPERIENCE
Palace of Knossos

Crete’s must-see attraction is the Palace of Knossos, just 5km south of Iraklio. Combining a visit here with Iraklio’s excellent Archaeological Museum is highly recommended and will give unparalleled insight into Crete’s Minoan civilisation.



[image: jpg]

IR STONE /Shutterstock ©

TOP TIPS

• Skip the queues by buying timed-admission tickets online.

• Human guides or a tablet-based tour can be hired at Knossos for in-depth information.

• Find a quiet, shady spot out of the scrum to just ponder the palace and read some of the voluminous material available online.


PRACTICALITIES

Scan the QR code for full details about the Palace of Knossos and advance ticket purchase.
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A Long History

Knossos’ first palace (1900 BCE) was destroyed by an earthquake around 1700 BCE and rebuilt to a grander and more sophisticated design. It was partially levelled again between 1500 and 1450 BCE, and inhabited for another 50 years before finally burning down. The new palace was carefully designed to meet the needs of a complex society and featured domestic quarters for rulers, officials, priests and common folk, as well as public reception rooms, shrines, workshops and storerooms.

Knossos was mainly excavated between 1900 and 1930 by British archaeologist Sir Arthur Evans. He was so enthralled by the site that he spent 35 years excavating and reconstructing the palace. His methods remain controversial, with many modern archaeologists believing that he sacrificed accuracy to his overly vivid imagination. For the casual visitor, though, the reconstructions are helpful for visualising what the palace might have looked like at the peak of its glory.

Still, the archaeological world was stunned by Evans’s discoveries. That a civilisation of this maturity and sophistication had existed in Europe at the same time as the great pharaohs of Egypt shook the assumptions of the time.







Arhanes
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DELICIOUS LUNCHES | MUSICAL NIGHTS | MINOAN MEMORIES

Lorded over by Mt Yiouhtas (811m), picture-perfect Arhanes (Archanes), 15km south of Iraklio, is a wine-country hub with Minoan roots. Its maze of narrow, flower-filled lanes and meticulously restored houses is considered a model of rural town redevelopment and invites an aimless wander, perhaps capped by a leisurely lunch on the tree-shaded main square.

Arhanes is also a fine place to stay. There are places with vintage allure within the oh-so-charming confines of the main town, as well as holiday rentals and boutique guesthouses – some quite posh – in the surrounding vineyard-carpeted countryside.

Archaeological excavations suggest that Arhanes was most likely part of a major Minoan settlement. Aside from a palace in the village itself, a huge cemetery at Fourni, the Vathypetro residential area and the Anemospilia sanctuary have thus far been discovered.

Another sanctuary crowns Mt Yiouhtas and is reached either on a sweat-inducing hike or a bumpy car ride.
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Sights

1Anemospilia

2Archaeological Museum of Arhanes

3Douloufakis Winery

4Fourni

5Stilianou Winery

6Vathypetro

Sleeping

7Arhontiko Arhanes Suites

8Troullos Traditional Houses

EATING

9Agora

10Bakaliko

11Kritamon

12Likastos

Drinking & Nightlife

13Istorikón

14Ploumi




GETTING AROUND

Arhanes is tiny and best explored on foot. The surrounding archaeological sites are all within an hour’s walk or a short drive. Buses from Iraklio’s port station stop near the main square. There’s free street parking throughout the village.

Getting around the one-way streets and narrow alleys can be confusing. The Minoan ruins are just a short drive away. Regular buses link Arhanes with Iraklio (30 minutes).



Pleasurable Days & Nights

Atmospheric tavernas, cafes and music

Arhanes’ leafy main square is the ideal setting for a leisurely lunch with a long parade of courses and superb wines flowing as freely as the conversation. Typical of the tavernas to indulge in this tasty ritual is Bakaliko. Like its brethren on the square and surrounding streets, this casual eatery defines the concept of pleasurable meals that veer between jovial and languid depending on the number of courses and bottles of wine.

Whether in Arhanes on a day trip stop or you’re there for a longer stay, wandering the streets before and after meals is deeply rewarding. Besides the restored vintage beauty of the buildings (including the odd Minoan vestige), there is enjoyable nightlife.

Ploumi is a cafe run by a local cooperative. It features live Cretan folk music many nights a week (ploumi.blogspot.com). Musicians throughout the region come here to play their music and hear that of others. It also serves simple, home-cooked meals.

Across the street, Istorikón is a grandly restored cafe with tall windows and high ceilings. It features simple meals of small plates and regular live folk music. This is the place to hear the lyra.


[image: ] TOP TIP

Arhanes is divided into upper and lower sections, with most sights of interest clustered in the latter; it’s best to park your car and explore on foot.



Minoan Life & Death

Discovering the archaeology museum

As part of your Arhanes stroll, don’t miss the imaginatively curated Archaeological Museum (archaeologicalmuseums.gr; adult/child €3/2), which packs some extraordinary finds from Fourni cemetery, the Anemospilia temple and Arhanes Palace into a single room that was once the town’s first primary school.


A glass case sparkling with gold jewellery suggests that ancient Cretans had both wealth and good taste, while a tambourine-like instrument called a sistro points to their musical side. More gruesome is a copy of a dagger found at the Anemospilia temple and a set of funeral vessels, complete with 4000-year-old skeletons in foetal positions, from Fourni.

EATING IN ARHANES: BEST TAVERNAS

Bakaliko: The name means ‘meeting point’; it anchors the main square. Great food, cooking classes and a shop with local products. 11.30am-10pm €

Likastos: Family-run on the square; patrons appreciate the earthy Cretan cuisine and the sublime orange cake (portokalopita). noon-11pm €

Agora: On an atmospheric pedestrian street, family-run with an array of locally sourced small-plate dishes. Get a table outside. 8am-11pm €

Kritamon: Ancient Cretan meets creative modern recipes, giving this more upscale garden taverna off a cobbled alley a spirited twist. 6-11pm €€

The Minoans Next Door

Wine, death and sacrifice

Winemaking has been part of the local economy since Minoan times, as you will discover when visiting Vathypetro (free), one of a trio of important Minoan archaeological sites in the area. The main draw of this residential complex is the world’s oldest wine press (c 1580 BCE), although it’s worth coming for the splendid views of Mt Yiouhtas and the surrounding hills alone. The complex was destroyed by an earthquake around 1550 BCE. It’s 4km south of Arhanes.

On a hill 3km north of Arhanes, Fourni (free) is the most important Minoan necropolis and cemetery in Crete, with burials going back to 2600 BCE. The most sensational find here was the unlooted tomb of a noblewoman whose jewellery is now on display at the Heraklion Archaeological Museum. From town, it’s a roundabout drive or you can hike up the hill.

Finally, on the northern slopes of Mt Yiouhtas, about 3km northwest of Arhanes, the site of Anemospilia (free) encompasses a small sanctuary that yielded evidence that human sacrifice might have played a role in Minoan society. The lofty views of the region are compensation if the site is locked.

Excavations at Fourni and Anemospilia are ongoing; check with staff at the Archaeological Museum in Arhanes about visiting hours and directions.

‘Holy Mountain’ With Panoramic Views

Soaring landmark

The distinctive soaring profile of Mt Yiouhtas (811m) dominates the landscape around Arhanes. About 4km south of the village, you can pick up a narrow 5km track leading to the top of this muscular mountain with mythological roots as Zeus’ burial place. After a bone-rattling drive (or thigh-burning hike), you’ll be rewarded with mesmerising, near 360-degree views over Iraklio, out west to Mt Psiloritis and east to Mt Dikti.

Right on top, fronted by a massive cypress tree and next to a giant cross that’s lit up at night, looms the petite Afentis Christos Chapel. During the evening every 6 August, it’s a major place of pilgrimage for Cretans, who make the uphill procession by the hundreds. Behind the church, the craggy rock face drops near-vertically – keep an eye out for circling vultures.

Sadly the idyll is somewhat marred by telecommunications towers here and on the other side of the mountaintop where you can visit vestiges of a Minoan peak sanctuary that is believed to have served the inhabitants of Arhanes and Knossos. A paved path leads up to the fenced-in excavation area, but there’s little left to see.


FAVOURITE WINERIES

Pierre Graff, owner of the Malia-based wine-tour operator Made in Crete (madeincrete.com), shares his favourite wineries in Iraklio Wine Country:

Douloufakis, Dafnes Nikos Douloufakis is the third-generation winemaker at this big winery that consistently produces quality wines. He’s especially knowledgeable when it comes to the Vidiano grape, which is made into wines including one aged in oak barrels and a sparkling version.

Idaia Gi, Venerato This small winery in the Dafnes wine valley bottles a dozen labels featuring eight of the 11 grape varietals grown in Crete and is constantly improving its quality.

Stilianou, Kounavi One of Crete’s smallest wineries, Stilinaou produces 20,000 bottles of quality traditional and organic wines. Now run by its fourth generation of winemakers, it also makes hard-to-find natural and orange wines.







Beyond Arhanes
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Delight in trundling along undulating country roads through a mosaic of bucolic villages and hills robed in lush vineyards.



Places

Iraklio’s Wine Country

Myrtia

Thrapsano

Dafnes

Zaros



Arhanes is an ideal launchpad for touring Iraklio Wine Country, a harmonious landscape of round-shouldered hills and lush valleys all carpeted with vines. Literature lovers can immerse themselves in the genius of Cretan-born author Nikos Kazantzakis at a museum dedicated to him in the sleepy, white-washed village of Myrtia. A bit further east in Crete’s pottery centre, Thrapsano, you can peek into workshops that still produce huge Minoan-style pithoi (storage jars) by hand.

For a total change of scenery, head southwest to Zaros at the foot of Mt Psiloritis. The village is not only famous for its natural spring water, which is bottled here and sold all over Greece, but also offers some fine Byzantine monasteries, excellent hiking and tasty farm-raised trout.


GETTING AROUND

From Iraklio’s main bus station buses headed to Arkalohori stop in Arhanes and Peza, while the bus for Kamares goes via Zaros.

Throughout the region, burgundy-red road signs direct you to local wineries. For touring wineries, you’ll need to organise your own transport by hiring a car and driver or join one of the many organised tours. Otherwise, appoint a designated driver and head out in your rental car.



Iraklio’s Wine Country TIME FROM ARHANES: 20–45min [image: jpg]

Touring wineries

Handily, just beyond Knossos, Iraklio’s suburban sprawl rolls itself into luscious wine country with sun-dappled vineyards, snug villages and Mt Yiouhtas looming above it all.

Winemaking on Crete dates back some 4000 years to Minoan times. Today a dozen or so wineries turn out some 70% of Crete’s wine, with most clustering around Arhanes, Peza and Dafnes. Two-lane roads meander over and around the gentle hills lined with grapevines.

Touring vineyards and sampling wines is one of Crete’s pleasures. It’s a chance to try a variety of unusual vintages that are unique to the island. (For a guide to local wines.) Most estates run tours and/or operate tasting rooms where you can sample the local product, usually for a fee that can range from €5 to €60 depending on extras (€10 for six tastes is typical). Booking ahead online or by phone is recommended in high season. Tours are rewarding during the spring bloom and the late-summer harvest.

Facilities vary greatly. Some estates also have small museums showcasing historic tools, machinery and the wine-making process. Note that mapping apps are often wrong for the more remote wineries, sending you down goat paths, so be ready to call for directions.


For a driving tour of eight wineries, starting in Arhanes. If you’re driving the direct route from Iraklio to Matala, consider stopping in the Dafnes wineries on the way.
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Nikos Kazantzakis Museum | Bastian Parschau/Getty Images ©


THE REAL ZORBA

Nikos Kazantzakis modelled Alexis Zorbas, the protagonist of his 1946 novel Zorba the Greek, on a real person named Georgios Zorbas. He met the workman from Macedonia during a stint at the Mt Athos monastery in 1915, then hired him two years later to help him set up a lignite mine in the Peloponnese to supply coal during WWI. The two became close friends and spent much time together.

Kazantzakis greatly admired Zorbas’ exuberant spirit and larger-than-life personality; qualities with which he imbued his fictional character. In the book, Zorba leads a young intellectual on a series of life-altering adventures (and misadventures) that embody the lessons of life while they work to set up a mine on Crete.



Myrtia TIME FROM ARHANES: 20min [image: jpg]

Home to Zorba’s creator

Myrtia would just be another cute, white-washed Cretan village were it not for the small and well-curated Nikos Kazantzakis Museum (kazantzaki.gr; adult/child €6/4), which documents the life and work of Greece’s 20th-century literary star, nine-time Nobel Prize nominee and author of Zorba the Greek and more.

An excellent documentary charts the arc of Kazantzakis’ life and compresses his philosophy, influences and works into a mere 20 minutes. Afterwards, use the audio guide to add additional depth to the exhibits, which include letters, photographs, personal effects and an overview of the writer’s best-known works.

Also note the two sculptures outside the museum and street murals referencing some of his books splashed onto facades around Myrtia, which is otherwise unchanged since his day.

EATING BEYOND ARHANES: OUR PICKS

Peteinos Alaniaris: Owners Tasos and Filia charm everyone who dines here. Great Cretan fare in Peza. 12.30-11pm €

Taverna Onisimos: A top pick for families in Peza; stone-walled taverna serves Cretan classics from woodfire-grilled lamb to snails. 11am-10pm €

Earino Tavern: Feast on mezedhes, meltingly-tender meats and hearty stews in this gorgeous spot with sweeping vineyard views. 11am-10pm €€

Roussos Taverna: Smart diners venture to tiny Houdetsi for the Cretan cooking, including fantastic lamb chops and local horta (wild greens). 8am-11pm €



KAZANTZAKIS’ LIFE & GRAVE

Read more about Nikos Kazantzakis. Fans can pay their respects at his tomb in Iraklio. Because he’d angered the Greek Orthodox Church, it’s located in a lofty spot atop the Venetian Walls near the Martinengo Bastion.



Thrapsano TIME FROM ARHANES: 30min [image: jpg]

A village of pottery

If you’ve ever wondered where all those beautiful Minoan-style pithoi (storage jars) that grace hotel lobbies, restaurants and homes come from, make a beeline to Thrapsano, Crete’s ‘pottery village’ some 18km southeast of Arhanes. Of the several workshops here, Koutrakis Art (cretan-pottery.gr), run by its namesake Giorgios Koutrakis, is a fascinating place to start.

With three decades of experience, Koutrakis can explain how his puce-coloured creations are made. If time permits, he’ll show off the traditional wood kiln fuelled, as in antiquity, by several tons of ground olive pits.

Directly across the road, the Pottery Workshop displays a broad and colourful range of visitor-friendly creations. Head to the centre of town to see the 15th-century Timios Stavros Church. Amid the frescoes, you may get the inspiration needed to find a way to take a full-sized pithoi (1.6m tall, 65kg) back home.


FISH IN THE MOUNTAINS

With over 1000km of coastline, there’s certainly no shortage of fresh fish in Crete. So how come Zaros became famous for its freshwater trout, which is hardly an indigenous species? The answer can be found back in the 1980s when an enterprising local farmer, inspired by a magazine article, ordered some trout eggs from Canada and put them in a pond. His gamble paid off: the Canadian trout – like bottled-water drinkers – loved Zaros’ abundant supply of spring water. Pretty soon islanders and tourists flocked to Zaros to try the tasty pestrofa (trout).

Today trout flit around Lake Votomos, kept company by turtles and ducks. Several tavernas serve the fish fresh from the lake with Cretan accents (wood grilled with garlic).



Dafnes TIME FROM ARHANES: 40min [image: jpg]

Atmospheric winery stop

Unprepossessing Dafnes is a village surrounded by deep valleys, which historically kept it and neighbouring Siva isolated. Today the main Iraklio road south towards Matala provides easy access. The sheltered hillsides are home to numerous wineries. The tough landscape isolates the area from the Iraklio Wine Country to the east, but if you’re passing by it’s easy to stop and do some tasting.

Douloufakis Winery (douloufakis.wine) is renowned for its Aspros Lagos (White Rabbit) line of Vidiano white and Cabernet Sauvignon red (open 10am to 3pm Tuesday to Friday).

Silva Daskalaki Winery (silvawines.gr) is a mother-and-daughter-run biodynamic winery (open 10am to 5pm Tuesday to Saturday) in Siva with cultivation and harvesting according to the lunar calendar. Its whites are award-winning.

Zaros TIME FROM ARHANES: 1hr [image: jpg]

Experience the good life in the mountains

At the foot of Mt Psiloritis, Zaros is famous for its natural spring water, which is bottled here and sold all over Crete. But there’s more to this quaint mountain town than a refreshing drink. The winding main drag, with its glimpses of the panorama down to the Libyan Sea, is dotted with a compelling mix of shops, as well as cafes and tavernas.

Located in a sun-yellow building, Vegera is a local institution and is typical of the local down-home feel. It’s presided over by the vivacious Vivi, who turns farm-fresh local produce into memorable dishes based on traditional recipes. Her cosily furnished taverna is as warming as a bowl of lemon-chicken soup (avgolemono), and she offers cooking classes.


Just down the street, stop into Mitos Traditional Art. Village women sit out front and watch traffic go by while they create traditional handicrafts for sale. Browse for a bit and then just keep wandering this rewarding town.
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Zaros | Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock ©

Traipsing through Zeus’s backyard

The lands around Zaros are where Zeus cavorted. A prime spot is Rouvas Gorge, popular with hikers, birders and naturalists (and maybe Zeus on a rainy day?). The 10km up-and-back trek (with a 700m elevation gain) is especially lovely in spring, when hooded helleborine orchids, poppies, irises and other wildflowers give the landscape the vibrancy of an impressionist painting.

From the trailhead at the emerald-green Lake Votomos (aka Lake Zoros), a trout-filled reservoir about 1km north of the main village, the route first climbs steeply up the mountainside. It enters the gorge 1km later just past Moni Agios Nikolaos, a modern monastery that wraps around a historic church replete with icons and fresco fragments. Beyond here the vegetation becomes increasingly lush as the route skirts ancient Kermes oak trees, freshwater pools, a wooden bridge and several uncleared rock falls that require some clambering. Eventually, a gorgeous clearing emerges, home to the prim little Chapel of Agios Ioannis, and benches and tables that invite a leisurely picnic.

Budget about five hours, including a break, and be sure to wear sturdy shoes. Bring plenty of water, as heat exhaustion is a hazard from May to October.


CRETE’S NEW AIRPORT

If all goes according to plan (and that’s a big IF), Iraklio’s ageing Nikos Kazantzakis Airport, which has been in operation since 1937, will be replaced by Kastelli International Airport in the coming years. After decades of debate and delays (it was first proposed in 1986), construction on the new airport finally began in 2020. It’s being built next to an existing air force base in Kastelli, some 35km southeast of Iraklio. The new facility is expected to initially handle up to 15 million passengers annually, which would make it Greece’s second busiest airport after Athens. Like everything else about the project, the opening date is a moving target – 2028 is the latest. New roads are being built to speed access to eastern Crete and Iraklio.



EATING IN ZAROS: OUR PICKS

Vegera: Daily choice of three changing menus – meat, fish and veggie. Fresh multi-course meals. 8am-4pm & 7-10.30pm Mon-Sat €

Votomos Taverna: Fresh trout swim in tanks right up until ending up on your plate. Between the lake and a historic watermill. 11am-11pm €€

Brýses: Taverna with good grilled standards. The homemade pita bread wins plaudits. Big outdoor terrace; good hot drinks. 7am-11pm €

Za Rou’s: Tiny cafe with fine coffee as well as waffles and crêpes. Sit out front and everybody in Zaros will turn up eventually. 7am-11pm €





ROAD TRIP
Iraklio Wine Country Drive

Winemaking in Iraklio’s wine region dates back 4000 years: first the Minoans stomped their grapes into wine and centuries later the Venetians moved Malvasia throughout the Mediterranean in artistic vases. Many of the thriving varietals will likely be new to you, which makes a tasting tour here feel like a journey of discovery. This 43km tour covers a range of styles of wineries. It will take a little over half a day.
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1 Arhanes

The ideal hub for exploring the wine region, Arhanes has plenty of places to stay and eat. You can leave the car parked as you revel in village life.

The drive: It’s an easy 7km through vineyards and fertile fields to Skalani.

2 Skalani

A village that’s always good for a meal, Skalani is home to Boutari Winery (scalareaestate.gr), one of Greece’s largest wine producers (open 11am to 6pm). It has a vast, airy tasting room.

The drive: It’s 7km via local roads that meander through the rolling hills to Kounavi.

3 Kounavi

A little village that seems on the cusp of becoming the new Arhanes, Kounavi is home to rustic and down-to-earth Stilianou Winery (stilianouwines.gr). It specialises in organic wines made with local varietals only, such as the Theon Dora blend. Be sure to try the unique Kotsifali dessert wine, too. Open 11am to 6pm April to October.

Titakis Wines (titakis.gr), open 9am to 5pm,has a huge facility and a garden with sample plots of 11 Cretan varietals. Its ‘Impetus White’ is made from the Vidiano and Malvazia di Candia varieties.

The drive: It’s barely 3km on a modern road south past vines and orchards to Peza.
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Ayrarakis Wines | Synne Johnsson/ Alamy Stock Photo ©

4 Peza

The centre of wine production in Crete, with several wineries offering tastings and tours. It’s a good lunch stop.

Minos-Miliarakis Winery (minoswines.gr) is a massive enterprise dating to 1952. The vast tasting room (open 10am to 6pm May to October) doubles as a museum.

Don’t miss the modern Digenakis Winery (digenakis.gr), with its artful tasting room (open 11am to 5pm) and unusual vintages.

The drive: A winding 14km ride east takes you through hilly forested land to Thrapsano.

5 Thrapsano

A timeless Cretan village where the proprietor of the ancient grocery store gives change out of a shoebox. It’s known for pottery. Here, Agelakis Winery (agelakiswinery.gr) is in a barebones facility around a courtyard. Vines cover 11 acres and are used for favourites like ‘Takimi Red’, a blend of Kotsifali and Merlot. It’s open 8am to 4pm Monday to Friday.

The drive: Follow a 13km route that dips south to end up west in Alagni.

6 Alagni

Ayrarakis Wines (lyrarakis.gr), open 10.30am to 5.30pm April to October, is known for reviving three nearly extinct white varietals (Dafni, Plyto and Melissaki). It also produces a bestselling Mandilari red.

Off the main road, organic-specialist Domaine Paterianakis (paterianakis.gr) has views as big as its tasting room (open 10.30am to 4pm Monday to Saturday).







Matala
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FUNKY VIBE | SUPERB BEACHES | FUN-FILLED NIGHTS

More than five decades after Woodstock, the hippie spirit is alive in Matala, a beach town on the southern coast of Crete whose compact size is disproportionate to its worldwide fame. Its unique selling point is the crescent-shaped beach bookended by cliffs, one of which is pockmarked by caves where the Romans buried their dead. In the late 1960s, scores of hippies moved in, lured by rent-free living, free love and copious pot. Among them was singer-songwriter Joni Mitchell, who immortalised the scene in her 1971 song ‘Carey’.

These days, Matala capitalises on its boho mystique nearly to the point of parody (images of VW microbuses abound). It’s a superb base for exploring the region. Evenings, when a copper-coloured sun drops below the horizon and the day-trippers have returned to the north coast, are magical. Wandering the village’s cafes and tavernas is a delight as moonlight glints off the bay.

[image: map]


Sights

1Church of Panagia

2Matala Beach

3Matala Caves

Sleeping

4Fantastic Matala

5Hotel Nikos

EATING

6Anemi Restaurant & Wine Bar

7George’s Yard

8Giannis Family Taverna

9Mad Irie

10Mama’s Bakery

11Plaka

12Scala

13Tsachakia

Drinking & Nightlife

14Boho Beach Bar

15Marinero Bar

16Music Cafe Bar Matala

17Port Side

Shopping

18Moozart Wood Art Shop




GETTING AROUND

If you’re sticking in Matala itself, you just need your own two feet to get around. Buses from Iraklio’s main station, some 65km away, stop about 800m east of the main village. Otherwise, there’s free roadside parking and pay-for car parks near the beach.

Unfortunately, there are no regular ferry services to coastal destinations such as Agia Galini, which can be seen just across the sea to the north. In summer, you may be able to catch rides on small boats to nearby beaches.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Spend the night or visit during the shoulder seasons to discern the Matala magic: the setting along a crescent-shaped bay flanked by headlands is simply spectacular, especially as the sun torches the horizon.



Peace & Love in Roman Tombs

Exploring the caves

Matala’s main sightseeing draw are its famous caves, where hippies camped out in the 1960s and 1970s. The origin of the caves is still fuzzy, but they were probably hewn into the porous sandstone headlands in prehistoric times. The Romans buried their dead here when they called the shots over Crete from their capital at nearby Gortyna.

Cat Stevens and Joni Mitchell were among the hippie cave residents. The latter’s sojourn inspired her bouncy hit ‘Carey’, which appeared on the 1971 album Blue. In an interview with Rolling Stone magazine in the same year, Mitchell recalls Matala as having just four or five small buildings and a few fishermen’s huts back then.

Times have changed but the dramatic scene endures: the headlands marking the north side of the bay arrow out of the sea in starkly dramatic fashion. Easy paths meander across the hillside, linking the caves and offering broad views of the tan beach, blue water and white-washed village.


Lose a Day on the Beach

Swim, sun and langour

Matala’s main beach is 300m of sandy shore right on the glistening bay. West winds bring waves on many days which provide for a little swimming excitement. With sand extending well back from the water, you can easily find solitude outside of the busy summer months. Except in the depths of winter, you can rent loungers and gear while taking breaks at the many beachside cafes.

Cave Chapel

Seek out a hidden church

Easily overlooked, the pint-sized Church of Panagia (Church of Virgin Mary) was carved straight into a cliff, and contains some lovely icons and a carved iconostasis. It may have been used as a catacomb at the time of Christian persecutions. And no, it’s not part of the hippie caves at the north edge of town, but at the southeast end of the lane starting near the main square.

Matala’s Artistic Side

A town turned canvas

When a 600-year-old olive tree in Pitsidia was condemned to be chopped into firewood, Cretan sculptor Spyros Stefanakas managed to convince the village mayor to spare the specimen and let him turn it into something beautiful. The result? A grand old tree carved with the faces of an A-list of Greek gods welcoming visitors to Matala (you’ll see it in the middle of the roundabout by the entrance to the main village). See more carved art at Moozart Wood Art Shop (moozart.gr).

The tree is not the only artistic greeting in town. ‘Welcome to Matala George’ reads the graffiti on the sea wall on the south side of the beach. The George in question is not George Harrison of Beatles fame (as has been rumoured) but Giorgios Germanakis, the lone local who dug in with the hippies in the 1970s, coining Matala’s motto: ‘Today is life. Tomorrow never comes.’

Across Matala, look for psychedelic murals, cafe tabletops splashed in cheerful patterns and painted streets adorned with all manner of polychromatic art, much of which is created by visitors. Get in the artistic vibe, buy some twine at a shop and try out your nascent macrame skills while lounging on the beach, or grab some chalk and leave your mark on the lanes and walls of town.

WHERE TO EAT IN MATALA: TOP CHOICES

George’s Yard: Crisp salads, herb-scented meat dishes and congenial owners draw folks to this sophisticated taverna. 5-11pm €€

Scala: Dramatically perched above the bay, this multi-tiered pit stop serves up a daily-changing selection of hits fresh from the sea. 9am-midnight €€

Anemi Restaurant & Wine Bar: Away from the nightlife strip and right on the sand. Top-end seafood dishes and smooth service. noon-midnight €€

Plaka: Recline on commodious sofas and soak up the bay views while dining on excellent, upscale Greek fare. noon-11pm €€


FROM ZEUS TO HIPPIE FAME

In mythology, Matala is the place where Zeus swam ashore with the kidnapped Europa on his back. From here, he avoided a difficult overland journey and instead changed himself into an eagle and carried Europa to Gortyna, where he impregnated her with the future King Minos. The Minoans used Matala as their harbour for Phaestos and under the Romans it became the port for Gortyna, a role it fulfilled into the 8th century.

In recent centuries, Matala barely existed, save for a few fishing boats. This changed spectacularly in the 1960s when hippies discovered the caves and set up homestays overlooking the beach. This sybaritic scene ended during the conservative Greek junta in the 1970s. Read first-person accounts of the hippie era and peruse pics at matala.nl.
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Post-Beach Revelry

Let the good times flow

In the evenings, after the day-trippers have trundled off, Matala reveals its magic. The best entertainment is watching the sun drop in to the sea right from the beach or, cocktail in hand, from one of the many waterfront cafes. You can also ascend the hillside lanes on the southern edge of town for views of the golden spectacle. For a pre-dinner drink and Matala’s best people-watching, stake out a spot at one of the cafes whose tables litter the main square. At night, the action goes late at the cafes and bars strung like pearls along the southern edge of the bay.

WHERE TO EAT IN MATALA: CASUAL CHOICES

Giannis Family Taverna: Timeless family-run place serving unfussy homemade Greek food amid cheerful blue furniture. noon-midnight €

Mad Irie: Love animals. don’t eat them is the motto at this vegetarian cafe just off the main square. Everything’s fresh; the Sunday buffet is a hit. 8am-10pm €

Tsachakia: Scents from crêpes made to order draw in the masses, who also get cool with an array of ice-cream treats. 10am-11pm €

Mama’s Bakery: Something’s always fresh from the oven at this patisserie. Breakfast treats and focaccia sandwiches make good picnic fare. 8am-11pm €

Remote & Sandy Perfection

Hike to a dreamy beach

Matala’s main beach below the caves is lovely but can get uncomfortably crammed. To escape the crowds, rustle up some sturdy sandals and work up a sweat on the 30- to 40-minute scramble south along a rocky trail to Red Beach (aka Kokkino Ammos). It’s a shade-free 800m walk; look for signs pointing the way starting in the village. The payoff for your efforts are gorgeous views, and a cove loaded with red-tinged sand and lapped by shimmering water perfect for cooling off. Red Beach is hardly a secret but it does get fewer people; the north end is considered one of Europe’s best nudist beaches. A bar sells drinks and rents sunbeds in peak season, at other times you may feel like you have this patch of heaven all to yourself.

Note that the carvings in the rocky wall on the north end of the beach may look ancient but were actually made by tourists. On the hike across the rocky headland, consider a detour to the edge of the cliffs looking west. You can see much of Crete’s southwest coast from here. Look down and you might see one of the rare Mediterranean seals in the shallow water. Otherwise make do with the goats grazing on the wild shrubs.

If you’re not in hiking mood, ask around for a boat to take you to Red Beach from Matala.


WHY I LOVE MATALA

Ryan Ver Berkmoes, Lonely Planet writer
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Trapped on a train in the snowy Balkans (à la Murder on the Orient Express without the body count), I vowed to find warmth during what was a record-cold winter in Europe by going as far south in the continent as I could get.

Days later I was on bus across Crete to Matala. We careened around the crude roads of the era; in one village the driver crashed into a stone building, shattering the windshield. Rather than stop, the driver cackled maniacally and hit the gas.

In Matala, I found shorts weather in January and a tiny village with one open cafe. A motley collection of backpackers gathered for cheap beer each night after days doing nothing at all on the beach. Why ever leave?



Beach Festival

Matala’s summertime highlight

The Matala Beach Festival (matalabeachfestival.org), is a three-day celebration in late June or July. The mood is psychedelic and the music is classic rock courtesy of tribute bands playing on stages on the sand and around town. Expect plenty of Joni Mitchell and Doors wannabes. A few weeks before the festival, local businesses sponsor a weekend of street painting. Anyone can avail themselves of free paint to create their own rainbow-hued public art around town. People of all ages turn the pavement along the main drag into a long canvas. By winter, the peace-and-love messages have mostly faded away, which clears the way for new inspiration the following year.

WHERE TO DRINK IN MATALA

Port Side: Wind down with chilled music, cold beers, wicked cocktails and killer cave views or start the day with fine coffee. 8am-midnight

Boho Beach Bar: Count down to sunset, toes in sand, at this breezy spot with a modern hippie vibe and nighttime views of the floodlit caves. 9am-2am

Music Cafe Bar Matala: Belly up to the VW bus bar or get front-row views of the main square action. 8.30am-3am

Marinero Bar: Along the waterside path on the bay’s south edge, a glossy venue with a good wine list of top Cretan choices. 10am-midnight





Beyond Matala
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Quiet beaches, evocative Minoan ruins, placid villages and a rugged canyon are among the myriad pleasures in Matala’s surroundings.



Places

Phaestos

Gortyna

Kommos & Around

Listaros

Vori

Agiofarango Gorge

Lendas

Kapetaniana



Within easy reach of Matala lies a cornucopia of fun places to match all moods and interests. Broad, sandy beaches beckon in Kommos and Kalamaki, while inland villages like Pitsidia, Sivas and Kamilari still preserve an unhurried, traditional feel. At night, residents mix with visitors at excellent country tavernas.

A trio of knockout cultural sites show Crete’s heritage. Thrill to killer views from the important Minoan palace-city at Phaestos or explore the nearby ruins at Agia Triada. Squint at 6th-century-BCE law codes chiselled into stone tablets at the Roman-Crete stronghold of Gortyna.

A highlight for hikers is the trek through Agiofarango Gorge, which terminates at an isolated beach. Remote Lendas could be Crete’s next popular beach town.


GETTING AROUND

Buses shuttling between Iraklio and Matala also stop in Pitsidia, Mires, Phaestos and Gortyna. Getting anywhere else requires your own wheels. Bike, car and scooter rentals are available in most villages. From Matala, the villages of Kommos, Pitsidia and Kalamaki are close.



Phaestos TIME FROM MATALA: 20min [image: jpg]

Exploring a grand Minoan palace

In his ebullient Greek travelogue The Colossus of Maroussi (1941), Henry Miller describes how the guard at Phaestos begged him to stay a bit longer because he felt so lonely since there were so few visitors to see the ruins. That’s no longer the case today, even if Phaestos – Crete’s second-largest Minoan palace complex – maintains a certain intimate charm.

If you only visit one Minoan site other than Knossos, make it this one, located only 11km northeast of Matala. The unique ridge-top setting and the big-sky panorama of the olive-tree-studded Messara Plain and often-snow-capped Mt Psiloritis alone are stunning.

Phaestos (odysseus.culture.gr; adult/child €8/4) was built around 1700 BCE atop an older, previously destroyed palace. According to Greek mythology, it was ruled by King Rhadamanthus, the brother of King Minos.

If you’ve already been to Knossos, you will recognise many features and elements – the central courtyard, the theatre area, storage areas, shrines and private quarters. Let the palace walls rise virtually in your imagination. Puzzling it all together can feel intensely satisfying.

Insightful English signage and graphics in key spots help demystify the ruins, although in one artist’s conception, the complex bears an uncanny resemblance to a suburban chain motel. Not overrun by the same masses of tour groups that overwhelm Knossos, the site offers serenity: take a break on wooden benches under fragrant pine trees. Picture Minoans milling around, making huge pithoi (storage jars) in the workshops, performing sacred rituals in the shrine, perhaps watching bull leapers perform from the stone seating in the theatre. There’s so much we still don’t know about these ancient people and their sophisticated, peaceful culture that existed on European soil nearly 4000 years ago.

A genial on-site cafe has a superb collection of guides and maps for Phaestos and the rest of Crete.

Just west of the parking area, the Venetian-era church, Agios Georgios Phalandras, is all that remains of a 16th-century monastery that stood on the site (the ruins survived until the 1950s when they were carted away for use on building sites elsewhere). Somewhat restored, it has a fortress vibe with its thick walls and small windows.
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Discovering ancient Agia Triada

In an enchanting spot just west of Phaestos, Agia Triada (odysseus.culture.gr; adult/child €4/2) encompasses vestiges of two Minoan villas arranged in an L-shape, a ramp possibly once leading out to sea, and a village with residences and stores.

Built around 1550 BCE, Agia Triada succumbed to fire around 1400 BCE but was never looted. Hence the plethora of Minoan masterpieces found here, including the Agia Triada sarcophagus, now a star exhibit at the Heraklion Archaeological Museum.

Note, however, that the hilly site is not visitor-friendly as there’s no labelling and the trails are crude. But if you’re ready for some DIY archaeological explorations, Agia Triada is a lovely place to visit: calm, historic ambience and crowd-free. At times, it will just be you and the sounds of the ever-present wind and distant goat bells.

Past the entrance, the ruins in front of you are those of the palace, with structures arranged along two sides of a central courtyard. The Byzantine chapel of Agios Georgios, on the left, has some beautiful frescoes (if it’s not open, ask for the key at the ticket booth). To the right of the palace is the village area, while the cemetery (closed to visitors) lies just beyond the fence.

Agia Triada is connected to Phaestos by a country lane that’s good for a scenic 3km-long walk.


DIGGING INTO PHAESTOS

Phaestos rewards random exploration. Key components include the following:

Past the entrance, the Upper Court is flanked by a colonnade and overlooks the West Court, to which a long staircase connects it. East of here, a 15m-wide grand stairway once led to the Propylaeum, the main palace entrance, of which only the pillar bases survive.

The vast rectangular Central Court, the social heart of the palace, was once flanked by colonnades and gives a sense of the structure’s size and magnificence. To the right are several shrines. On the opposite side is the east wing, which includes the queen’s megaron (bedroom) and the king’s megaron. In the north wing, the columned Peristyle Court is the most elegant inner courtyard.
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Scan the QR code for many more details about Phaestos.




EXPLORING AGIA TRIADA

Agia Triada’s palace once featured a frescoed floor painted with octopuses and dolphins, now at the Heraklion Archaeological Museum. Beyond here is the paved central courtyard with the residential wing on the right beneath a protective canopy. The west wing, at the far end of the courtyard, is a maze of storage rooms and workshops. One of the most beautiful rooms is in the northwestern corner: the fresco room is lidded with a modern cement ceiling, it has fitted benches, alabaster walls and gypsum floors.

A ramp running along the northern side of the palace leads up to the village area, with the marketplace and residential buildings. Of special interest here is the row of stores that were once fronted by a portico.



Gortyna TIME FROM MATALA: 40min [image: jpg]

Crete’s unmissable Roman capital

The mesmerising archaeological site of Gortyna (also Gortyn or Gortys), near Agioi Deka about 23km northeast of Matala, has been inhabited since Neolithic times but hit the spotlight by becoming the capital of Roman Crete in the 1st century BCE. At its peak, as many as 100,000 people may have milled around Gortyna’s streets.

The main archaeological area (odysseus.culture.gr; adult/child €6/3) is north of the highway. Just past the ticket booth looms the restored apse of the 6th-century Byzantine Basilica of Agios Titos, considered Crete’s finest remaining early-Christian church.

Beyond here looms the Odeion, a Roman theatre with a marble stage and crescent-shaped benches backed by a modern covered structure that shelters the site’s star attraction: stone tablets inscribed with the Laws of Gortyna, the oldest legal code in the Greek world. Behind the Odeion is an evergreen plane tree that, according to mythology, was the place where Zeus impregnated Europa.

Archaeology buffs can get another fix by roaming around the huge grove of scraggly olive trees south of the highway in search of remnants from the Roman city (free admission). Highlights are the Temple of the Egyptian Gods and the Praetorium, from where Crete’s Roman governor wielded his power. Don’t miss the Temple of Pythian Apollo, the main sanctuary of pre-Roman Gortyna. It was built in the 7th century BCE, expanded in the 3rd century BCE and converted into a Christian basilica in the 2nd century CE. You can still make out its rectangular outline and the base of the main altar.

Use the web link posted at Gortyna’s main entrance to download the essential brochure and site map. For a bird’s-eye view of the site, climb to the hilltop Acropolis, which also features impressive sections of the pre-Roman ramparts. The trailhead is on the north side of the highway, about 100m west of the entrance; it takes about 20 to 30 minutes to reach the top.


CIRCLE OF MYSTERY

The celebrated Phaestos disc, now in the Heraklion Archaeological Museum, was found northeast of the palace’s central courtyard, opposite the ‘king’s chambers’. Made of clay, it is embossed on both sides with a spiral of symbols that have yet to be conclusively decoded.




Kommos & Around TIME FROM MATALA: 10min [image: jpg]

Serene beach close to Matala

Separated from Matala by the cave-pocked headland, 2km-long Kommos Beach is a wide and undeveloped ribbon of sun-kissed sand. A winding road takes you from the Matala–Gortyna Rd down to a couple of tavernas that rent sun loungers and umbrellas.

From various vantage points en route you can spot the fenced-off beachside archaeological site of the Minoan port of Phaestos. It’s easy to discern the street layout, a few foundations and even wagon ruts in the remains of a stone road that points towards the main site of Phaestos on the hillside some 6km to the northeast.

From May to September, threatened loggerhead sea turtles nest in the dunes behind the beach. There’s a clothing-optional section about halfway along the way.

From Matala, it’s 2km by sun-blasted, hilly lanes you can walk or bike.
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LAW & ORDER IN ANCIENT CRETE

Gortyna’s highlight are the massive stone tablets inscribed with the 6th-century-BCE Laws of Gortyna. The 600 lines written in an ancient Dorian dialect represent the oldest law code in the Greek world and provide insight into the social structure of pre-Roman Crete. It seems that ancient Cretans were preoccupied with the same legal issues that complicate lives today – marriage, divorce, property transfers, inheritance, adoption, criminal offences and more.

The code details the different rules applying to each class within this strictly hierarchical society, which was divided into citizens, serfs and slaves. The 17,000 characters run from left to right on one line and from right to left on the next line, and so on – a style delightfully called boustrophedon (as the ox ploughs).



Laidback seaside Kalamaki

At the north end of Kommos Beach is the workaday modern holiday town of Kalamaki. Besides low-key and affordable lodging, this seaside fishing village boasts a taverna- and lounge-lined waterfront promenade. While the beach here is thin and hard-packed, an evening of good food and drink is a fine way to cap off a day spent at Kommos Beach.


 

Charming traditional Pitsidia

Inland from Matala is a cluster of charmingly rustic villages that trade boho-chic for a genial mix of traditional life and holiday cheer. With cheaper food and lodging, they make a great alternative base of exploration.

Closest to Matala, quiet Pitsidia is only 5km northeast. Come here to enjoy an unhurried vibe, nicely restored stone buildings and a maze of narrow lanes decorated with potted flowers. Buzzy cafes line the main road to the coast. Wander into the village for delicious tavernas set on small squares.

EATING IN KOMMOS & KALAMAKI: TOP CHOICES

Mystical View: Hillside spot with grand views at the south end of Kommos. Known for its fish and meat dishes and views over Kommos Beach. 1-10pm €€

Bunga Bunga: Funky Kommos Beach hangout serving fresh organic fare; it’s named after the WWII bunker in the cliffs above. Fine cocktails. noon-9pm €

Delfinia: Snazzy beachfront taverna in Kalamaki with distressed-look, whitewashed furniture and a stellar reputation for fresh fish. 11am-11pm €€

Athivoles tou Kara: Cretan soulfood on Kalamaki’s main square known for grills and lyra concerts by son Giorgios. 8am-2pm & 6-11pm €€

 

Tranquillity in Sivas

Set around one of southern Crete’s loveliest main squares, Sivas is a charmer. Settle into one of the central cafes and get a feel for the town’s timeless rhythms. Or let the evening unspool at one of the traditional tavernas. You’ll be swept up in the homey feel that pervades this village, which brims with heritage-protected stone buildings. It’s 3km east of Pitsidia along country lanes.

 

A haven for ageing donkeys

The passionate folk at Agia Marina Donkey Sanctuary (agia-marina-donkey-rescue.com; donations accepted) feed and care for abandoned donkeys, along with a gaggle of geese, goats, dogs and other critters. Horses, donkeys and mules have played a big role in Cretan agriculture for thousands of years but their jobs have gradually been made redundant by modern technology. At this nonprofit sanctuary, they get to live out their lives in comfort and company.

During your visit, you’ll learn the story of each donkey and be able to shower them with good vibes. Confirm hours in advance as many of the donkeys are aged and need their ypnáko (siesta).

The sanctuary is in a sylvan spot some 2km northeast of Sivas.


LOGGERHEAD SEA TURTLES

Crete is battling to protect its population of loggerhead sea turtles, which have been nesting at Kommos between Kalamaki and Matala since the days of the dinosaurs. From late May to September, the females arrive at these beaches to dig a hole in the sand, deposit up to 100 eggs the size of ping pong balls and then cover them up again before returning to sea. After 60 days, tiny turtles hatch and dig their way out of the sand.

Sadly few hatchlings survive the long trek to the relative safety of the Med since they’re considered a tasty snack by gulls, rats, cats and other predators. For more information (including how to help) contact Archelon, the Sea Turtle Protection Society of Greece (archelon.gr).



Hilly, historic Kamilari

A beautiful little village straddling three knolls, Kamilari is the kind of place that keeps growing on you the longer you stay. Tavernas and a quaint kafeneia provide reasons to stop on a drive between Matala and Phaestos. It’s 2.5km northeast of Pitsidia.

Amid fields just outside town stands a fenced-in, extraordinarily well-preserved circular Minoan Kamilari Tolos Tomb with 2m-high stone walls. Side rooms were used for ritual purposes. The tomb is 1.3km north of Kamilari along a lane through olive groves. It’s a pleasant walk.

EATING IN PITSIDIA: OUR PICKS

Raftis: Fine dining a cut above the typical casual fare. Feast on superb organic farm-to-table fare. Superb wine list. 6-11pm €€

Livas: Sample creative Greek-Moroccan fusion in a beautiful, colour-drenched setting on an atmospheric back street amid stone architecture. 6-11pm €€

Kantifes: In the shadow of a plane tree, enjoy casual fare throughout the day, from breakfast pancakes to platters of Cretan classics at night. 8am-midnight €

Bougainvillea Restaurant: No points for guessing which trees shade the tables. Excellent trad Cretan fare and modern cocktails. 6-11.30pm €€
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Listaros TIME FROM MATALA: 20min [image: jpg]

Weird and wonderful herb shop

The moment you step into Botano (botano.gr), an aromatic melange of Cretan mountain herbs hits your nose. This top purveyor of organic dried herbs, healthy tea blends, local and exotic spices and intriguing seasoning blends sells from a modern shop in the otherwise time-worn village of Listaros.

Dozens of red-lidded jars with labels like Mountain Tea, Dictamus and Cretan Summer Tea line up for inspection on floor-to-ceiling wooden shelves as in an old-fashioned apothecary. Many of the indigenous herbs are personally foraged by owner Ioannis and his family and staff. There’s also a curated selection of cosmetics, condiments, dried fruit, all manner of foods and much more from around Greece. Get some ‘Boukovo’ Hot Chili Flakes and turbocharge taverna fare.

Look for the oodles of hanging herbs drying above the inviting terrace in front of the shop.


MINOTAUR

King Minos angered Poseidon when he failed to sacrifice a magnificent white bull sent to him for that purpose. Poseidon’s revenge was to cause Pasiphae, King Minos’ wife, to fall in love with the animal.

To seduce the bull, Pasiphae asked Daedalus to make her a wooden cow she could hide inside to lure the bull for sex. A few months later came the hideous outcome: the Minotaur, a half-bull, half-human monster.

Horrified, King Minos asked Daedalus to build a labyrinth to confine the Minotaur. However, Minos found out about Daedalus’ role in the original coupling. Enraged, he threw the architect and his son Icarus into the labyrinth. Daedalus then made wings from feathers stuck together with wax and plotted an escape. Unfortunately, Icarus flew too close to the sun.



Vori TIME FROM MATALA: 25min [image: jpg]

Discover Crete’s cultural heritage

You hear their clackety-clang everywhere in Crete’s countryside, but did you know that there’s a difference between sheep and goat bells? Yup! While the former are round, the latter are oblong.

This is just one of the intriguing insights at the nonprofit Museum of Cretan Ethnology (cretanethnologymuseum.gr; adult/child €4/2) in Vori, a quiet village near Phaestos. Exhibits are organised around themes like food production, war, customs, architecture and music. Save for the extraordinary coppersmith’s bellows, most items are rather mundane – hoes, olive presses, baskets, clothing, instruments – but they’re engagingly displayed with context that details their vital roles in everyday life.

One fascinating section is dedicated to the production and preparation of food. After a visit, enjoy traditional fare just west of the museum at Taverna Alekos, which has a wood-fired oven.


THE BOUNTEOUS MESSARA PLAIN

Rich in agriculture, Messara is Crete’s largest fertile plain. It covers about 350 sq km and encompasses the ancient sites of Phaestos and Gortyna. For much of the year, produce pours forth from the family-run farms. Although there’s little other reason to stop in Mires, the commercial hub of the plain, this changes on Saturday mornings when a huge street market takes over much of the town’s main road and its side streets.

Ruby-red tomatoes glow in the sun along with cucumbers and courgettes. Aromatic herbs and cheeses scent the air. Join residents descending from the surrounding villages to sell or stock up on the produce, olive oil, honey and more. There’s also housewares and clothes. Pause for local gossip at the kafeneia (cafes).



Agiofarango Gorge TIME FROM MATALA: 40min [image: jpg]

From canyon to beach

The trek through Agiofarango Gorge (Gorge of the Saints) is one of Crete’s most compelling and accessible hikes. It culminates at isolated Agiofaraggo Beach, where crystal-clear water laps the pebbles and sand. There are caves, makeshift chapels and hermitages in the cliffs as well as a Byzantine chapel en route.

From the trailhead, the hike runs for 2km along a riverbed flanked by near-vertical, red-tinged cliffs. The gorge is awash in oleander (with flowers from April to September); birdsong and the clackity-clank of goat bells provide the soundtrack. Just before reaching a small bay, you’ll spot the petite little 14th-century Byzantine Church of Agios Antonios (St Anthony) sitting in splendid whitewashed isolation.

Despite its remoteness, the beach can get busy thanks to tour boats bringing in people from Matala and other tourist towns. As so often, early morning or afternoon are the best times to visit. To the west you can swim under a rocky arch.

Finding the car park at the trailhead can be a challenge. From Moni Odigitrias, southeast of Matala, drive (or walk) on the dirt road signposted for Agios Antonios, then turn right at a sharp fork signposted for Agiofarango. Continue on this rough dirt road until it dead-ends after another 2.5km. If parking here, keep out from under the trees, as goats sometimes jump on the car roofs to reach the leaves!

Lendas TIME FROM MATALA: 50min [image: jpg]

Burgeoning beach town

Lendas appeals to those in search of a remote beach retreat. Reached via a roller coaster of a drive that culminates in a dramatic plunge, the town clings to a cliff overlooking the beach. Simple guesthouses and a growing number of holiday apartments dot the hills. Aside from a few beach bars and tavernas, the main activity here is doing nothing – to the soundtrack of the surf.


The town beach is narrow and pebbly. Nearby Diskos is a nudist favourite, while Loutra, hemmed between dramatic cliffs, is a selfie dream. Hiking, canyoning and boat trips are popular.

WHERE TO EAT BEYOND MATALA

Kentrikon Cafe: Kafeneio in Kamilari decorated with old photos. Great for simple fare, a nightcap or anything in between. 6pm-1am €

Taverna Acropolis: Congenial old eatery in a historic building in Kamilari hasn’t lost a step. Hilltop views from the sunny terrace. 5pm-midnight €€

Taverna Lamb House: One of several family-style tavernas below Phaestos. Busy on Sunday. It’s hard to beat the namesake grilled speciality. 1-10pm €€

Taverna El Greco: Gaze out over the crashing surf in a garden setting in Lendas. Greek, fusion and seafood dishes plus breakfast standards. 8am-9pm €€

Kapetaniana TIME FROM MATALA: 1 hr [image: jpg]

Hideout in a lofty retreat

Leave the daily grind behind in Kapetaniana, a remote, car-free mountain hamlet that clings to the slopes of Mt Kofinas (1231m), the highest peak in the Asterousia mountain range. It’s Crete’s undisputed rock-climbing hub criss-crossed by nearly 200 developed routes.

Although only 40km east of Matala, the drive to Kapetaniana is one of Crete’s most thrilling, with the last 8km of road corkscrewing steeply up the mountains. You need your own wheels to get here.

Though tiny (population under 100), Kapetaniana has one of Crete’s most interesting sleeping options, Thalori Retreat (thalori.com). Owners Marcos and Popi have rehabilitated the ‘dying’ village by renovating 22 of the original stone cottages to offer an atmospheric experience coupled with modern comforts and a Cretan restaurant. Horse riding, jeep tours, guided hikes and other activities can all be arranged.
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THE LEGEND OF XOPATERAS

Moni Odigitrias is not only one of Crete’s oldest monasteries but it also played an important role during the Cretan revolution against the Turks in the 1820s. One monk in particular, called Xopateras, made the history books for leading the fight against a large number of Turkish troops who had laid siege to the monastery in 1828. Ensconced in the tower, he steadfastly held them at bay for three days but was finally forced out after the Turks set the structure on fire. He was promptly decapitated. Lurid story aside, views of the mountains from the rebuilt tower that now bears his name are sweeping. Afterwards, take a quick spin around the monastery grounds and the small folklore museum in a former olive mill.







Hersonisos
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RESORTS | BEACHES | FAMILY FUN

Driving east from Iraklio on the E75, the sweeping panorama of the Bay of Malia opens up after about 20km and you soon reach Hersonisos. It was the opening of this highway in 1972 that launched a frenzy of tourism development on this scenic coastal stretch.

Hersonisos quickly grew from a small fishing village into Crete’s largest and busiest package-tourist conglomeration. Today the expected mosaic of hotel and apartment complexes, supermarkets, souvenir shops, car- and quad-hire places, bars, cafes and nightclubs line its main thoroughfare Eleftherios Venizelou and the beachfront promenade. The main beach gets jammed, the coves at Limanakia offer bucolic escapes.

Peaceful and quiet it ain’t, but if you’ve got the kids in tow you’ll find a slew of family-friendly attractions in town and around, including temperature-cooling water parks. Boat trips launch from the little harbour and there’s opportunity for water sports aplenty.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Lychnostatis Open Air Museum

SIGHTS

2Chersonisou Beach

3Church of Agios Georgios Sarantaris

4Koutouloufari

5Limanakia

6Menelaos Parlamos Museum of Rural Life

7Old Hersonisos

8Piskopiano

9Saradari Beach

Activities, Courses & Tours

10Star Beach Village & Water Park

Sleeping

11Abaton Island Resort & Spa

12Villa Ippocampi

EATING

13Almi

14David Vegera

15Emmanuel Taverna

16Karavi Restaurant

17Mythos

18Saradari

19Taverna 1930

20Ya Seafood Restaurant

Shopping

21Maria Sanoudaki Ceramic Art Studio




GETTING AROUND

Frequent buses from Iraklio make several stops along El Venizelou. There’s a taxi stand on Sanoudaki just off the main drag. Parking uphill in Old Hersonisos, Koutouloufari and Piskopiano is mayhem – walk or cab it up. For free parking near the beach, try the spaces on Petraki or behind the hotels.




[image: ] TOP TIP

To escape the beachfront bustle, head uphill to Koutouloufari, Piskopiano and Old Hersonisos. Although touristy, these villages are nonetheless appealing and have some excellent tavernas and accommodation options.



Delightful Beach Coves

Like a string of pearls

The beaches at the centre of Hersonisos are crammed with tourists cavorting to music-fuelled high jinks from April through October. It’s a nonstop strip of geegaws and cheap thrills. Amid the clamour, the Cretan coast’s natural appeal is easily lost. Fortunately, the solution is easily found just a couple of kilometres north.

The filigreed coast at Limanakia features a string of sandy coves. Some are small and nameless, barely large enough for a couple of beach towels. Others, hidden down short sets of stairs down the rocks, are larger and have vendors offering gear and drinks. All feature powdery white sand lapped by the kind of azure water that keeps holidaymakers fantasising all winter long.

Some of the beaches are favoured by nudists, others draw families with small kids. Our favourites include Chersonisou Beach, a perfect pocket of alabaster sand that’s at the south end of Limanakia. Secluded Saradari Beach is one of several small coves that are capped off by the namesake cape where tamarisks fringe the snowy-white Church of Agios Georgios Sarantaris.

Tiny coastal lanes follow the shore. Parking is as rare as a Mediterranean monk seal; when you find a spot, grab it. Strolling the coast, whether just for the joy of the activity or to scout out your ideal beach, is sublime. There are several top beach tavernas including the spectacular Saradari and Ya Seafood Restaurant.

EATING IN HERSONISOS: NEAR THE COAST

Saradari: The eye-candy patrons, sumptuous sea views and top-notch seafood give this spot A-list cache. 10am-midnight €€

Mythos: Set back from the waterfront on a quiet side street, Gianna and Manos’ taverna is a long-running favourite with good reason. 4-11.30pm €€

Ya Seafood Restaurant: Top taverna overlooking Chersonisou Beach in a low-key part of Limanakia. Fine fresh seafood. noon-midnight €€

Karavi Restaurant: Best choice on the main beach strip. Big Med menu on a broad terrace perched above lively surf. Good cocktails. 8am-1am €€



BEST ESCAPES FOR KIDS

The Hersonisos area has myriad family-friendly attractions, including oodles of the requisite mini-golf courses and go-kart circuits. Higher-concept diversions include the following:

Acqua Plus: Crete’s largest water park is divided into an adult section with a dozen slides and a kids’ section with pools, a playground and a 270m-long lazy river. (acquaplus.gr)

Watercity: Compact water park in Anopoli, about 12km east of Iraklio. The slogan is: ‘Let’s get wet!’ (watercity.gr)

Dinosauria Park: Get in touch with your inner Tyrannosaurus rex at this theme park 15km east of Iraklio. Thrill to a Jurassic universe with animatronic beasts. (dinosauriapark.com)

Star Beach Village & Water Park: A playground of pools, slides and water sports of all sorts is attached to the eponymous resort at the south end of Hersonisos Beach.



Peek into Crete’s Past

Connect with Cretan folklore

In a lovely seaside setting at Hersonisos’ eastern edge, family-operated Lychnostatis Open Air Museum (lychnostatis.gr; adult/child €8/4) recreates a traditional Cretan village with engaging authenticity. Everything you see – from farming tools to an entire chapel – is original, rescued from around Crete and moved here by the founder, the late Yiorgos Markakis, an ophthalmologist with a passion for preserving the past. The result is an eye-opening (so to speak) introduction to traditional Cretan life.

Learn about the man and his vision by watching a film made by his son (the current curator), then roam around the grounds, peeking into an old schoolhouse, studying the inner workings of a windmill and poking around a richly furnished farmhouse.

A full menu of experiences complements the exhibits, from weaving workshops, ceramics and plant-dying demonstrations to olive-oil pressing, raki distilling, cooking classes and dance performances (call or check the website for details). An audio guide, narrated by Yiorgos himself, is worth the small extra fee.

Top tip: fronting the museum is a relaxing stretch of sandy beach (open to the public) with inexpensive sun chairs perfect for enjoying refreshments from the museum cafe.

Counterbalancing the go-go vibe along the coast, the Menelaos Parlamos Museum of Rural Life (historical-museum.gr), in a beautifully renovated olive mill and adjacent house in Piskopiano just uphill from Hersonisos, uses analogue exhibits and digital technology to cover various aspects of country living, from raki distilling to barrel making, olive oil production to carpentry.

The entire museum was given a refresh in 2024. A new wing houses the Theano Metaxa-Kanakaki Collections, which bring together superb examples of traditional Cretan weaving. The bold colours still pop today in these designs that depict country life in patterns of yarn. Horses seem to gallop right off the textiles.

Finding Vintage Charm

A troika of villages

Nearly lost amid the modern tourism schmeer is Old Hersonisos and its tangle of narrow alleys. With the charming vestiges of the adjoining villages of Koutouloufari and Piskopiano, this zone of whitewashed charm offers good strolling in the hills back from the beach strip. Besides good tavernas, you’ll find some interesting shops that break with the imported ‘authentic’ Cretan souvenir shops down on the main commercial strip, Eleftherios Venizelou. Check out the creative pottery designs, often in soothing Greek blues, at Maria Sanoudaki Ceramic Art Studio.

EATING IN HERSONISOS: IN THE VILLAGES

David Vegera: Cheap, cheerful and family-owned since 1954, this place in Piskopiano serves old-school mezedhes. 10am-midnight €

Almi: Warm-hearted service, great views and a raft of pleasurable Cretan dishes are highlights at this Koutouloufari spot. 5-11pm €

Emmanuel Taverna: Family-run for over a century, this Koutouloufari taverna slow-roasts a mean lamb in the wood-fired oven. noon-midnight €€

Taverna 1930: Backstreet gem in Old Hersonisos wears its vintage in its name. Timeless Cretan fare and fresh seafood. 1-11pm €€





Beyond Hersonisos
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Party-till-you-drop beaches, a splendid Minoan palace, charming villages, thrilling hikes plus an amazing aquarium are all close to Hersonisos.



Places

Malia

Gournes

Potamies

Cave of Agia Fotini

Krasi

Avdou



Hersonisos’ sibling resort of Malia, just east along the coast, is infamous for its hedonistic vibes (as vividly captured in the 2011 British comedy The Inbetweeners). For more charm and a quieter ambience, head to Old Town Malia, with its traditional maze of narrow lanes – where some of Malia’s best restaurants are located.

It’s a superb launchpad for exploring the surrounding countryside. Winding roads quickly whisk you into hills dotted with Byzantine churches, quaint villages like Krasi and clandestine caves like Agia Fotini. Outside of Malia, the ruins of the Minoan Palace of Malia are the area’s most celebrated cultural attraction, while adjoining Potamos Beach is a lovely and uncrowded expanse of sand with good tavernas.


GETTING AROUND

In high season, buses leaving every 15 minutes from Iraklio’s port station make multiple stops on the main road cutting through Hersonisos and Malia, including one near the palace. The villages in the hills, Avdou, Krasi and Kerá, are all on the main road south to the Lasithi Plateau.

Explore the coast by bike (easily rented). You can also walk the roads that parallel the beach passing by the plethora of bars, tacky shops and gaudy restaurants.



Malia TIME FROM HERSONISOS: 25min [image: jpg]

Explore a grand seaside Minoan palace

One of the most enchanting pieces of Minoan jewellery displayed at the Heraklion Archaeological Museum is the golden bee pendant unearthed at the Palace of Malia. The compound, which occupies a precious piece of seaside-adjacent real estate some 3km east of Malia itself (12km from Hersonisos), shared the fate of its cousins at Knossos and Phaestos: built around 1900 BCE, destroyed in 1700 BCE, rebuilt and levelled again around 1450 BCE.

Although smaller, Malia follows roughly the same floorplan as its cousins, with a central courtyard flanked by wings used for religious, residential, official and storage purposes. It has several main sections. The single most mysterious piece in situ is the Kernos, a stone disc ringed by shallow indentations – it’s on the left as you enter the courtyard. Was it an offering table or perhaps a game board? Archaeologists are still baffled.

What they are sure about is that Malia was surrounded by an urban area, parts of which have been excavated. Called Quartier M, it lies northwest of the palace past another site labelled ‘crypt’; both are protected by a roof. An elevated footbridge provides a handy overview of the area.

Be sure to stop in the small exhibition hall before wandering around the site. It has useful models. Take pictures and refer back to them as you explore. It also has useful exhibits and sells an essential guide. Some signs have QR codes which open web pages with more vital info that help put the myriad stones into context. Many of the top discoveries are displayed in the Archaeological Museum of Agios Nikolaos in Lasithi.


TOURING THE PALACE OF MALIA

From the West Court, walk south along the grain silos, a series of storage rooms for eight kouloures (circular pits). Enter the palace’s Central Court, which was once framed by arcades. On your left is the Kernos Stone, a disc with 34 impressions around its edge.

Walk to the sunken altar pit in the centre of the courtyard and take in its impressive dimensions: 48m long and 22m wide. Beneath a canopy on your right are the east magazines, where liquids were stored in giant pithoi. The south wing contained apartments and a small shrine, while the north wing had storerooms and a ceremonial banquet hall. In the west wing, the structure furthest to the north, the loggia, was probably used for ceremonial purposes.



Gournes TIME FROM HERSONISOS: 20min [image: jpg]

Crete’s sensational aquarium

See jellyfish dance, sea turtles glide and scorpionfish lurk at an abandoned US Air Force base between Hersonisos and Iraklio. Cretaquarium (cretaquarium.gr; adult/child €12/6) is a high-tech indoor sea where the rich life of the Mediterranean is organised around its favoured lighting conditions. Start in the murky depths where you’ll find stingrays and hulking groupers. Move on to the brightly lit waters of the open sea where sea turtles and sharks swim.

Continue into the eastern Med, where you’ll meet over 2500 aquatic creatures that can be found in and around Crete. It’s an extraordinary experience and will have everyone looking at the beautiful turquoise waters in new ways.

Check out the many options for tours (including behind-the-scenes and programs for kids) and audio guides. The aquarium is part of the nearby campus of the Greek-government-funded Hellenic Center for Marine Research.

Potamies TIME FROM HERSONISOS: 15min [image: jpg]

Frescoes and herbs in a medieval monastery

A lovely stop on a tour of the Hersonisos hinterland, the monastery Panagia Gouverniotissa flaunts amazing Byzantine frescoes that are in surprisingly decent shape despite their 14th-century pedigree. It’s only 11km going due south from Hersonisos.

Behind the church you can sniff out sage, rosemary and thyme growing next to pomegranate and carob trees in a small rocky botanical garden. The small museum has some sweet old black-and-white pictures, including one of a moustachioed man in a dress – a carnival tradition, according to the museum attendant.

Cave of Agia Fotini TIME FROM HERSONISOS: 35min [image: jpg]

Hideout for revolutionaries and a secret chapel

The hills above Hersonisos are prime hiking terrain with trails leading to secluded nature spots that don’t see many visitors. A top destination is the Cave of Agia Fotini, which sheltered Cretan revolutionaries during the late-19th-century uprising against the Turks and now houses a chapel. It’s on Mt Louloudaki, at the end of a rough 7km-long dirt road above Avdou, where a blink-and-you-miss-it sign signals the turn-off. Relentlessly uphill, the hike is quite a slog, but it is well worth it to soak up the panoramic views of the valley and the Aposelemis reservoir below.

At the trail’s end, 200 steps hewn into the rock will deposit you at the cave entrance. Don’t stop in the chapel’s first section – unless you’re claustrophobic. Instead, squeeze through the narrow opening on the left of the chamber to… drum roll please… the secret chapel hewn right into the rock. Naturally, it’s pitch-black here, but with your phone torch or – much better – a real one, you can see the icons and the stone vessel filled with ‘holy water’ dripping from the cave ceiling.

It’s possible to drive up to the cave but it’s a rough ride. Appearing about 3km uphill, like a mirage in these deserted parts, the classy Velani Restaurant is a welcome pit stop for a cold drink or a delicious meal. Better yet, you can spend the night in its flower-draped hotel.

EATING BEYOND HERSONISOS: TOP MALIA PICKS

Milos: In Malia’s old town, with a woodsy interior and flower-filled terrace. Meats cooked in an outdoor wood-fired oven. Book. 6-11.30pm €€

Avli: Fine farm-to-table dining in an 18th-century mansion in Malia’s old town with home-baked bread and elegant service. 2-11.30pm €€

Kalesma: A cosy spot in Malia’s old town that’s beloved for flavour-packed Greek classics. Seasonal Cretan specials and a good wine list. 4pm-midnight €€

Taverna Kalyva: Just west of the Palace of Malia, beachside taverna with a reed-roofed terrace and a huge tamarisk tree. 9am-10pm €

[image: jpg]

Panagia Gouverniotissa | serg_dibrova/Shutterstock ©


BEST BEACHES AROUND HERSONISOS

Going east from Hersonisos you’ll find over a dozen beaches with varying appeal. Some are rocky and jammed with guests from touristy resorts, but others are more appealing:

Drepano Beach: Surrounded by large resorts, the sands here are protected by breakwaters, which make it good for families.

Stalida Beach: Outside of high season, there’s still a bit of village charm at this nice all-around beach.

Malia Beach: The place to party. In summer, loungers cover the sand, music blasts from bars and drinks flow nearly 24/7. Diversions include water sports and competitive selfie-taking.

Potamos Beach: Right on the border with Lasithi Province is the region’s best beach. A wide strand that isn’t plagued by commercialism.



Krasi TIME FROM HERSONISOS: 30min [image: jpg]

A touristy town with a huge tree

Just 10km south of Malia, on a twisting mountain road en route to the Lasithi Plateau, cute but touristy Krasi stakes its fame on an ancient (by some accounts 2000-year-old) plane tree with a monumental 16m girth. It is watered by the adjacent spring spurting from an arcaded stone basin and provides shades for the taverna tables set up beneath its massive canopy. Above one arch is a quote by famed Cretan-born writer Nikos Kazantzakis, who spent several summers drinking and debating under the tree with his wife and friends. The narrow lanes of the village itself are lined with traditional stone houses filled with standard tavernas, cafes and souvenir shops.

EATING BEYOND HERSONISOS: BEST HINTERLANDS CHOICES

Velani Restaurant: It’s well worth the uphill hike or 3km dirt-road drive from Avdou for sublime Cretan fare with matching vistas. 8am-10pm €€

Taverna Krassopsychia: On the main road in Krasi, flavour-packed country fare, like Cretan-style roasted lamb chops. Great house wine. 9am-11pm €€

Taverna Niki: Traditional roadside outpost near Kerá with lovely views and tender, smoky, slow-roasted meats (get the pork!). 10am-10pm €€

Taverna Rodamanthis: Proclaims ‘the original Cretan recipes’ and dishes like snails fresh from hillside shrubs are indeed traditional. 8am-midnight €€


THE POWER OF ICONS

Never underestimate the power that Greeks ascribe to religious icons or the power that the icons may indeed have. A prime example is found in tiny Kerá, about 25km southeast of Hersonisos, in one of Crete’s most venerated monasteries, Panagia Kardiotissa, a still active nunnery. It’s linked to the legend of an icon with miraculous powers that was stolen three times by the Turks but returned each time on its own power, the last time despite being chained to a marble pillar!

The original is now safely ensconced at the church of San Alfonso in Rome, but residents now venerate another (equally miracle-working) 18th-century icon instead. Should you visit, you’ll find it near some eerie and mystical 14th-century frescoes.
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Avdou TIME FROM HERSONISOS: 20min [image: jpg]

Chapels, tradition and superb olive oil

Surrounded by fruit and olives tree, serene Avdou, 16km south of Hersonisos, is a lovely traditional Cretan village famous for its six Byzantine chapels, including the church of Agios Konstantinos, which sports some especially vibrant frescoes.

Many of Avdou’s 300-odd residents toil away producing the excellent local olive oil, which can be sampled at the Assargiotakis Olive Oil Shop along the main road.

Avdou is also a good base for hikes in the surrounding mountains, including the 7km trek to the Agia Fotini cave with a refuelling stop at the Velani Restaurant about halfway.

A trip to Avdou can also be combined with a visit to Panagia Gouverniotissa or turned into a loop trip with additional stops at Panagia Kardiotissa and the giant tree at Krasi.





Places We Love to Stay

€ Budget €€ Midrange €€€ Top End

Irakliohere

Intra Muros Boutique Hostel € Family-run and central, with a fully equipped communal kitchen and a veranda for socialising.

Olive Green Hotel €€ Contemporary hotel with minimalist white and olive-green decor gets eco-cred from solar panels and sustainable building materials.

Crops Suites €€ Hip one-bedroom apartments with full kitchens and spacious balconies in the city centre.

Lato Boutique Hotel €€ Iraklio goes Hollywood – with all the sass but sans the attitude – at this mod boutique hotel overlooking the old harbour.

Pagopoieion €€€ Stylish adults-only, all-suites retreat comes with plenty of elbow room, noted food and drinks and a historic, central site.

Agia Pelagia

Acro Suites €€€ With commanding views from the rocky headland, one of Crete’s most luxurious adults-only resorts has 49 suites and villas each with its own pool.

Seaside A Lifestyle Resort €€€ Large and lavish resort sprawls across the rocks adjoining Mononaftis Beach. Oodles of restaurants, bars and activities, with a modern chic vibe.

Arhaneshere

Troullos Traditional Houses €€ Laid-back place set around an attractive stone courtyard with units featuring traditional rural decor. Homemade lemonade from lemons grown on site.

Arhontiko Arhanes Suites €€ Charming 1893 garden villa exuding rustic sophistication in bilevel apartments with traditional decor. Lovely terrace.

Iraklio Wine Country

Earino €€ Family-run wood-and-stone place in Kato Asites with expansive views, handmade woodwork and a great taverna.

Villa Kerasia €€ Relaxed and intimate retreat in a converted 18th-century farmhouse in tiny Vlahiana, with opulent homemade breakfast.

Zaros

Keramos Hotel € Old-school pension decorated with Cretan crafts, weavings and family heirlooms. A fabulous traditional breakfast; located right in the village.

Eleonas Country Village €€ Days at this tranquil terraced garden retreat above town cradled by olive groves start with a sumptuous homemade breakfast.

Matalahere

Armonia Hotel € Assets of this charmer include a pool, the organic breakfast buffet and the tranquil setting just behind town.

Fantastic Matala € Feel like family at this small hotel with balconied rooms across two traditional stone buildings.

Hotel Nikos €€ Modern, thoughtfully furnished rooms flank a flower-filled courtyard. The beach is a two-minute walk.

Kalamaki

Arsinoi Studios € The epitome of filoxenia (hospitality), with roomy digs, and delicious food and drink from the family farm.

Alexander Beach € Watch sunset from your balcony at this beachfront property at the quiet south end of the promenade.

Kamilari

Aloni Apartments €€ Compact studios in a garden setting with tasteful blue-and-white decor and paintings by the owner’s wife. Balconies with broad vistas.

Niriida House €€ Supreme comforts, yummy breakfast and an olive-tree framed pool. Rooftop terraces with stellar views.

Hersonisoshere

Villa Ippocampi €€ Stylish hillside adults-only refuge with hammocks, a pool, gracious owners and gorgeous garden.

Abaton Island Resort & Spa €€€ Classy and glossy Med-fronting resort with high romance factor, units sporting private pools and a happening bar.

Malia

Sunshine Hotel € This stylish abode with airy mid-century modern aesthetic punches well above its price tag.

Ikaros Beach Resort €€€ Posh, village-style resort on a rocky peninsula, complete with spa, multiple restaurants and pools.

Beyond Hersonisos

Krassopsychia Apartments € Patterned tiles, a fireplace or a free-standing tub characterise these individually decorated apartments in Krasi.

Country Hotel Velani €€ Stylish hillside hideaway above Avdou with Insta-worthy views from pool and restaurant, plus its own stables.






Lasithi
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NATURAL SPACES AND ANCIENT PLACES


Unspoiled beaches, isolated gorges, mountain hamlets and cities from earthy to elegant blend into an intoxicating cocktail of adventure in Crete’s lesser-known ‘Wild East’.
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Crete’s easternmost region is tailor-made for escapists and travellers in search of adventure, dramatic landscapes, crowd-free beaches, and towns and villages that maintain a rich undertow of Cretan history and spirit. This is a wild land with the richest biodiversity and the least trampled ranges; it’s so rugged in places that you half expect Pan to emerge, pipes in hand, from the mountain slopes.

Lasithi’s capital, Agios Nikolaos on sparkling Mirabello Bay, exudes a relaxed vibe in the daytime before ramping up the energy in its harbourside bars at night. Just up the road, Elounda is home to Crete’s most exclusive resorts, favoured by privacy-craving A-listers. The unmissable attraction here is the imposing Venetian fortress Spinalonga Island.

Once you leave Mirabello Bay, a smorgasbord of outdoor adventures competes for your holiday time. Cyclists and nature lovers head up to the bountiful Lasithi Plateau, trekkers tackle dramatic canyons such as the famous Zakros Gorge, and food lovers enjoy some of Crete’s finest tavernas and restaurants. You can visit the cave where they say Zeus was born and hike to a waterfall through a lush gorge. Or revel in solitude at end-of-the-island Xerokambos.

Then there are attractions like the historic monastery of Toplou, Vaï’s beguiling one-of-a-kind palm-shaded beach and Crete’s windsurfing capital at Kouremenos. And let’s not forget Lasithi’s rich ancient history, with numerous Minoan and Dorian sites to explore.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Agios Nikolaos

Resorts, mountain splendour and outstanding sights.

Lasithi Plateau

Cool air, fertile fields and Zeus’ birthplace.

Ierapetra

Dreamy beaches, tropical island and gorge hiking.

Sitia

Friendly coastal town and gateway to the ‘Wild East’.

Zakros

Canyons, Minoans and mesmerising beaches.




Find Your Way


A pastiche of stark mountains and glistening seas, Lasithi is by far the least populous of Crete’s four regional units. Most people live in its three cities: Agios Nikolaos (the capital), Sitia and Ierapetra.
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Plan Your Time


Lasithi is tailor-made for DIY discoveries. Fill your time with lazing on the beach, tackling timeless gorges, exploring rural villages or tucking into plates of traditional Cretan cuisine.
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If You’re Short on Time

• Explore Agios Nikolaos on foot, taking in the marina and Voulismeni Lake. Enjoy gorgeous coastal views en route to Elounda, then hop on a ferry to Spinalonga Island. Head to Kritsa to marvel at the Church of the Panagia Kera. Then swing through Lasithi Plateau for its villages, windmills and views before heading onwards west.




If You Have More Time

• Wash up at Ierapetra and enjoy the Mountain Meandering Driving Tour. Enjoy a night in low-key Sitia. Stop in at Moni Toplou. Don’t miss the exotic palm beach at Vaï, and the beach and ruins at Itanos. Stay near the Minoan palace in Kato Zakros and hike Zakros Gorge. Hit the end of Crete at Xerokambos.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

Springtime brings wildflowers and herbs. St George, the patron saint of shepherds, is honoured on 23 April.

SUMMER

Balmy nights, starry skies and meltemi winds characterise summer. Kyrvia Festival features many cultural events.

AUTUMN

Harvest time brings autumn colours. Herds of sheep and goats are brought down from summer grazing pastures.

WINTER

The blue sea contrasts against snowy mountains. On 6 December, Agios Nikolaos honours its patron saint.





Agios Nikolaos
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DRAMATIC SETTING | GREAT NIGHTLIFE | FUN DAY-TRIPS

Draped over hilly terrain, Agios Nikolaos enjoys a splendid setting overlooking the sensuously curving Mirabello Bay (aka Gulf of Mirabello). Two uninhabited islands lie lazily offshore, while in the distance the starkly beautiful Thripti mountain range contrasts sharply with the shimmering Aegean.

Although popular with tourists, Lasithi’s capital has maintained a low-key, local character. A narrow channel separates the small harbour from the circular Voulismeni Lake, whose shore is lined with cafes and restaurants that bustle day and night. The city beaches, while not particularly large or pretty, lend themselves to a few hours of swimming and relaxing. There’s also decent shopping in the pedestrianised lanes in the hilly and compact centre. Just wandering the lanes which thread the dramatic setting makes the city a worthy stop.

On summer nights, Agios Nikolaos is a lively place as the bars and lounges heave with fun-seekers from near and far, and the sounds of carousing echo around the waterfront.
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Sights

1Abduction of Europa Statue

2Ammos Beach

3Ammoudi Beach

4Archaeological Museum of Agios Nikolaos

5Kytroplatia Beach

6Minotaur Mural

7Voulismeni Lake

Activities, Courses & Tours

8Creta’s Happy Divers

Sleeping

9Hotel Port 7

10Minos Beach Art Hotel

11Palazzo Arhontiko

EATING

12Fysalida

13Gioma Meze

14Karnagio

15Migomis Piano Restaurant

16Ofou To Lo

17Patriko

18Pelagos

19Piato

Drinking & Nightlife

20Alexandros Roof Garden

21Arc Espresso & Cocktail Bar

22Peripou Coffeehouse

23Yanni’s Rock Bar

Shopping

24Street Market




GETTING AROUND

Hilly and compact Agios Nikolaos is best explored on foot. Streets are narrow and confusing with lots of one-ways, so if you have a rental car, leave it for a small fee in the big car park on Akti Themistokleous near the port. The long-distance bus station on Epidemidou west of the main hospital, about 750m north of the lake, has regular services to Elounda, Ierapetra, Sitia, Kritsa and Iraklio via Malia and Hersonisos.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Agios Nikolaos has an active and lively city tourist office with a comprehensive website filled with all types of information, from the inspirational to the practical (agiosnikolaoscrete.com).



Alluring Voulismeni Lake

The mysterious waters of Agios Nikolaos

The setting on Mirabello Bay is breathtaking, but Agios Nikolaos’ most famous water feature is the circular, cafe-lined Voulismeni Lake (called simply ‘the lake’ locally) right in the town centre. It’s connected to the port by a narrow channel first dug by an Ottoman governor in the late 1860s, and widened and deepened 40 years later by the French Army.

No mere water feature, it has a dramatic sheer rock backdrop that is laced with walkways offering views out over the bay and which allow access to cafes and tavernas with superb outlooks.

If short on time, enjoy the outstanding lake-city-sea panorama by climbing the set of steep staircases leading to an overlook near Gioma Meze atop the craggy cliffs that wrap around the lake’s southern and western edge. Looking down at the glassy pool mysteriously shimmering in shades of blue and green feels like peering into the depths of the city.

Many myths are connected with Voulismeni Lake, the story of the goddesses Artemis and Athena bathing in its waters being the most charming. Among the more ludicrous claims is that it is a bottomless crater connected by underground channels to a volcano on Santorini. The fact is that it’s a 49m deep sinkhole – not that this makes it any less impressive.

The best way to enjoy the lake is to take a few hours and fully circumnavigate it, following the paved stone trail around the lake. You’ll see moored fishing boats, benches for resting, a tiny rock chapel and some fat ducks. Be prepared for some significant ups and downs as the rockface runs directly into the water on much of the south and west sides. However, this gives you the excuse to explore the heights, where you’ll find various surprisesw, plus characterful cafes, the odd bench or two, canoodling couples at sunset and views across the city. Appealing cafes and tavernas are down at water level along the east and north sides.

On Orthodox Easter, people gather around the lake for fireworks.


AGIOS NIKOLAOS HISTORY

Agios Nikolaos emerged as a port for the city-state of Lato in the early Hellenic years when it was known as Lato-by-Kamara. It remained an important port during the Roman era and into the early Christian era through the 8th or 9th century when a small Byzantine Church of Agios Nikolaos was built.

When the Venetians took Crete in the 13th century, they built the Castle Mirabello on the present site of the city on a hill overlooking the sea. It survived earthquakes and pirate attacks before finally being destroyed by the Turks in 1645. All that remains is the name it gave the bay: Mirabello or ‘beautiful view’.

Modern Agios Nikolaos took off, starting in the mid-19th century, with tourism becoming important in the 1970s.
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Dive in Mirabello Bay

Shipwrecks, ancient debris and notable fish

Mirabello Bay is exciting diving terrain with more than two dozen sites just a quick boat ride away from Agios Nikolaos. Drop down into this crystalline underwater world where wartime debris, sunken shipwrecks and ancient amphorae open a fascinating window onto Crete’s past. Clear and calm water allows for visibility of 30m or more, making sightings of groupers, octopuses, moray eels, scorpion fish and other marine life extremely likely. PADI-certified Creta’s Happy Divers and Pelagos Dive Centre are both recommended and offer trips as well as PADI-certification courses.

EATING IN AGIOS NIKOLAOS: MEALS WITH VIEWS

Gioma Meze: Superb mezedhes at tables high above the rocks on the west side of Voulismeni Lake. Grab a pillow on the steps. 4-11pm €€

Ofou To Lo: Overlooking Kytroplatia beach with cheerful decor and plates both comforting and innovative. Always fresh seafood. 10am-11pm €€

Migomis Piano Restaurant: Romantic cliffside aerie with arresting views, linen tablecloths, live piano and classic Greek cuisine. 1-11pm €€€

Piato: Right on the main waterfront strip. A cut above the average, with a creative Med menu and polished service. 6-11.30pm €€

Shop Regional Bounty & Bargains

Lasithi’s best street market

For a glimpse into everyday life, swing by Agios Nikolaos’ boisterous street market that sets up on Wednesday mornings along narrow Ethniki Antistaseos. Jostle with residents around dozens of stalls loaded with Crete’s bounty such as fresh fruit and vegetables, herbs, olives, meat and cheese. Stalls also sell household goods and hoodies, flip-flops and other clothing (including brand copies). Prices are low and energy levels high. Watch the action, have a coffee or a souvlaki, buy a souvenir or two and stock up for a picnic.

Creative Stairways

Climbing public art

There’s street art and there’s ‘stair art’, at least in hilly Agios Nikolaos, whose collection of over 70 staircases is an integral part of its architectural DNA. Since 2018, a city-sponsored contemporary art initiative called The Spirit of the Stairs has drawn on the vision of more than a dozen Greek artists to decorate some of these thigh-burning links between residential areas and the sea.

The most impressive of these creative outpourings is the Minotaur Mural by Athens-born artist Manolis Anastasakos. Discover this superb perspective mural depicting the mythological beast in blue paint on a zigzagging staircase on Akti Koundourou, the waterfront road leading to Elounda.


BEST BEACHES IN AGIOS NIKOLAOS

Ammoudi Beach: Small but busy strip of sand in the northern part of town with bars, tavernas and water sports.

Almyros Beach: Some 2.5km south of the centre, this is the largest beach, with fine sand and tranquil waters.

Kytroplatia Beach: Compact but central and backed by cafes, it’s good for a quick dip rather than extended sun-worshipping.

Gargadoros Beach: Pebbly strip popular with residents and overlooked by a congenial cafe-bar but otherwise without infrastructure.

Ammos Beach: This central sandy beach with calm and shallow waters starts at the marina and extends south as far as the stadium. It’s small and gets crowded in summer.



Archaeological Finds

Savour the treasures of Lasithi and beyond

It’s hard not to be moved by the inherent humanity of the Minoan figurines dating to 2000 BCE at the Archaeological Museum of Agios Nikolaos (archaeologicalmuseums.gr; adult/child €6/3). Lined up in naturalistic poses, these male and female clay figurines stare plaintively at the viewer. And they are just some of the treasures at this national museum that brings together ancient artefacts from across the region, including some of the best items from the Palace of Malia, such as the zebra-striped stone vessel. Even older is an obviously phallic stone found near Sitia that’s thought to date to 3000 BCE. Also worth seeking out is the exquisite Greek flask from 750 BCE.

EATING IN AGIOS NIKOLAOS: BEST TAVERNAS

Karnagio: Residents on date night, families on feast night and visitors discovering taverna meal joy give this spot amazing energy. noon-midnight €

Pelagos: Local favourite in an elegantly rustic villa with romantic garden specialising in fresh seafood. Great house-made pasta. noon-midnight €€

Patriko: Dependably delicious arsenal of tantalising Greek food, especially of the fishy kind, in a laid-back taverna on Ammoudi Beach. 2pm-midnight €€

Fysalida: Classy taverna has tables by the lake and inside the stylish dining room. Plates to share and a long wine list with choices by the glass. 5pm-1am €€


WHERE TO SHOP & WHAT TO BUY

Agios Nikolaos rewards shoppers with time to browse. The main retail area is compact. Stroll up Roussou Koundourou and 25is Martiou. Wander off on any side streets that grab your attention. Look for the following:

Clothing Quirky little boutiques selling stylish dresses, tees, shoes and beachwear.

Art items Eye-catching necklaces, bracelets and rings, plus masks and marionettes derived from ancient Greek theatre, along with sculptures and ceramics made by Greek artisans and artists.

Food & drink Quality coffee beans roasted locally as well as beautiful handmade copper briki (Greek coffee pots). Also look for shops selling house-made biscuits, sweets, chocolates and other treats. Seasonal and ceremonial novelties are always popular, especially around important holidays such as Orthodox Easter.
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Gazing at the Abduction of Europa Sculpture

Soaring statue

In a humble spot at the end of the mundane public car park near the port (off Akti Themistokleous), a buxom beauty perches proudly atop a bull while cradling an orb in one hand and the dove of peace in the other. The giant Abduction of Europa Statue represents its namesake Phoenician princess who was abducted by Zeus and who gave the continent its name. It was designed by the late Nikos Koundouros, a seminal Greek film director (O Drakos etc) who was born in Agios Nikolaos in 1926. It was unveiled in 2012 and is meant to symbolise unity, peace and solidarity among the people of Europe (and it indeed faces north to the continent).

The tale of Europa and Zeus resonates across Crete, including in Matala, where the pair swam ashore, and in the nearby Roman-era settlement of Gortyna, where he impregnated her under a plane tree.

DRINKING IN AGIOS NIKOLAOS: TOP PICKS

Yanni’s Rock Bar: The music is thunderous and the vibe cheery at this funky haunt that’s one of many on the Akti Koundourou strip. 9pm-3am

Peripou Coffeehouse: Tables at the lake edge are good for coffee by day and drinks by night. Often has live music late into the night. 9am-midnight

Arc Espresso & Cocktail Bar: Up the cliff on the side of the lake is this open-fronted bar with superb views. Grab a pillow on one of the steps. 4-11pm

Alexandros Roof Garden: Hanging plants, shrubs and groovy decor decorate this high-in-the-sky bar overlooking lake, harbour and sea. 8pm-4am





Beyond Agios Nikolaos
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Boredom is banished around twinkling Mirabello Bay thanks to a string of bewitching beaches and unmissable blockbuster sights.



Places

Elounda

Spinalonga Peninsula

Kritsa

Katharo Plateau

Milatos Cave



Agios Nikolaos is an excellent hub for excursions in all directions. Take the sinuous coastal road north to Elounda, a posh seaside resort with top tavernas. It’s also the launchpad to the area’s biggest attraction: Spinalonga Island, the Venetian fortress with a more recent dramatic past.

Heading south, Voulisma Beach near Istro beckons with golden sand and shimmering sea. Inland, hillside Kritsa is a charismatic village that counts a craggy canyon, an intricately frescoed church, an ancient Dorian settlement and top tavernas among its assets. For spellbinding views and a rural world steeped in tradition, zoom further up the mountain to the Katharo Plateau. Also nearby: Kroustas, the go-to spot for elevated local dishes.


GETTING AROUND

The area around Agios Nikolaos is well served by public buses with multiple services daily to Elounda, Kritsa, Sitia, Ierapetra and the coastal communities west as far as Iraklio. Your own wheels are necessary for rural destinations like the Lasithi Plateau.

Spinalonga Island is served by frequent ferries from Elounda, although departures from Plaka are cheaper and quicker. Excursion boats from Agios Nikolaos are a convenient option.



Elounda TIME FROM AGIOS NIKOLAOS: 20min [image: jpg]

Chic resort town with diving

Although home to some of Crete’s most luxurious hotels and resorts, Elounda retains a charming down-to-earth feel. Salty fishing craft bob in its little harbour, where you can board a boat to the notorious Venetian fortress on Spinalonga Island, the area’s unmissable attraction.

The coastal road treats you to mesmerising bay views for most of the 10km trip from Agios Nikolaos. Drivers can find parking in the harbour hemmed in by attractive shops, bars and tavernas, with more north along the sandy municipal beach and south along the waterfront promenade, Akti Olountos.

The crystalline sea around Elounda offers excellent diving, with around 20 sites ready to be explored, including fabled Olous. Diving Center Blue Dolphin Elounda (dive-bluedolphin.com) runs tours and rents gear.

EATING IN ELOUNDA: TOP CHOICES

Ferryman: Devour next-level Cretan meals at the seafront tavern of Yiannis Baxevanis, a Greek celebrity chef. noon-4pm & 7-11.30pm €€

Okeanis: Elegant lair. The contemporary menu and swift service blend as perfectly as the signature oven-baked lamb dish. noon-3pm & 6-11pm €€

Ergospasio: Hip outpost in an old carob factory with antikristo spit grill and tables above the water. Best enjoyed on long evenings. noon-3pm & 6-11pm €€

Hope Mezestaurant: Clinging to the hillside; a local fixture since 1938, the terrace is packed with people enjoying mezedhes and bay views. 1-11pm €€



BEST BEACHES BEYOND AGIOS NIKOLAOS

Kolokytha Beach: Remote sandy cove on Spinalonga Peninsula (Kalydon) with great snorkelling; reached on foot, bike, car or by boat from Elounda.

Skisma Beach: Sandy patch north of Elounda’s harbour, with playground, facilities and water sports, with taverns across the street.

Plaka Town Beach: Steps from cafes and tavernas, the town’s long, narrow and pebbly strand provides a priceless view of Spinalonga Island.

Voulisma Beach: Wedged into a crescent bay about 12km south of Agios Nikolaos, a ribbon of fine golden sand is lapped by shallow and usually calm, Caribbean-clear water. It’s near the holiday village of Istro.



Spinalonga Peninsula TIME FROM AGIOS NIKOLAOS: 20min [image: jpg]

Wild and dramatic

The arid Spinalonga Peninsula (aka Kalydon) is connected to Elounda by a narrow causeway, originally the isthmus of Poros. In order to distinguish it from Spinalonga Island just to the north, it is sometimes called Big Spinalonga. To get there, make a sharp turn off the Elounda main road and head downhill.

The ancient Greek settlement of Olous once stood on and around the isthmus, but what little is left today lies submerged on either side of the causeway.

To the right of the causeway you can still spot the shallow salt pans built by the Venetians in the 15th century and in use until 1972. Just beyond are three ruined windmills as well as the remains of an early Christian basilica, most notably bits and pieces of a mosaic portraying fish, birds and garlands. Find it by taking a short stroll to your right after the windmills.

A circular 7km hiking route follows the peninsula’s ancient trails. Drivers can continue past the isthmus on a graded dirt road for about 1.5km to a parking area below the chapel of Agios Loukas. From here, it’s about a 500m walk down to the lovely Kolokytha Beach, which get sbusy around noon when Spinalonga Island excursion boats drop their passengers here for swimming and barbecues. In the cove just north of the beach you can spot the ruins of another early Christian basilica.

The peninsula’s eroded basalt base is pock-marked with caves in many places and ribboned with ebony stripes. It’s a dramatic sight best appreciated from one of the boat excursions.

Kritsa TIME FROM AGIOS NIKOLAOS: 15min [image: jpg]

Romance, ruins and religion

Clinging to the craggy slopes of Kastellos mountain only 10km southwest of Agios Nikolaos, Kritsa is one of the oldest and prettiest villages in eastern Crete. The main strip, Kritsotopoula, has a dramatic backstory and is lined with shops selling local products, surprisingly sophisticated boutiques and atmospheric tavernas.

But it’s past the last store where Kritsa truly unfolds its charms. Embark on an aimless wander past coral-pink bougainvillea, doors painted in faded turquoise and midnight-blue, and stairs decorated with potted geraniums.

The village is at its best at the start and end of the day when day-trippers are gone and you can enjoy languid meals in the fine tavernas. There are many good places to stay.

DRINKING IN ELOUNDA: TOP CHOICES

Radys Cocktail Bar: Relaxed waterfront lounge with meticulously mixed drinks and a DJ spinning mellow jazz, funk and soul. 3pm-2am

Alyggos Bar: Friendly, reasonably priced day-and-night stalwart with an extensive drinks menu, and good coffee drinks to kick-start the day. 9am-2am

Babel Bar: Cheer on your team on the big screen over coffee. High-concept decor glows green at night. 9am-3am

Rudis Bar: Overlooking Skisma Beach, has a big selection of drinks you can enjoy on the sand plus snacks and sandwiches. 11am-11pm
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Ancient Lato | Rodkarv/Shutterstock ©

Stunning Ancient Lato

A 3km walk north of Kritsa, the fortified hilltop city state of Ancient Lato (odysseus.culture.gr; adult/child €3/2) is one of Greece’s best-preserved sites from the Hellenistic period. Founded by the Dorians in the 7th century BCE, it’s worth a visit for the rural serenity and bewitching Gulf of Mirabello views alone.

About 100m past the entrance, you enter the site via the city gate, from where a long, stepped street leads up to the agora (marketplace) past a wall with two towers, residences, and buildings that housed shops and workshops. At the top of the steps, as you approach the agora, you’ll first come upon vestiges of a stoa (colonnaded portico). Immediately behind is a rectangular temple where numerous 6th-century-BCE figurines were unearthed. The deep hole to the left of the temple was Lato’s public cistern. Behind it, a monumental staircase leads up to the prytaneion (administrative centre). At its centre, a hearth that burned 24/7 was surrounded by stepped benches where the city leaders held their meetings.

Note that the trails here are steep and rocky.


EXPLORING ANCIENT LATO

Lato reached its heyday in the 3rd century BCE but was gradually abandoned. By the 2nd century CE its administrative centre had moved to its port in present-day Agios Nikolaos.

Nearchus, an admiral under Alexander the Great, is believed to hail from Lato, whose name derives from the goddess Leto. Legend has it that Leto’s union with Zeus produced Artemis and Apollo.

On a more ambitious visit to the site, continue clambering over rocks south of the agora, scale the slope to a terrace with a sanctuary fronted by a three-stepped altar. Views of the entire site are fabulous from here. Down below to your right (east) you can spot a theatre area that could seat about 350 spectators on stone benches cut into the rock and on an exedra (open portico with seats).



A feast of frescoes

A must-stop for those interested in art and religion is Panagia Kera, a chapel just east of Kritsa. Framed by cypress trees, it may look just like any other old Cretan church. Step past its sturdy walls, though, and you’ll find yourself in the presence of the island’s best-preserved Byzantine frescoes covering every inch of wall space like a richly illustrated Bible. Look for four Gospel scenes (Presentation, Baptism, Raising of Lazarus and Entry into Jerusalem) in the dome.

The oldest paintings in the central nave date back to the 13th century and depict scenes from the life of Christ, including a superb Last Supper. Spend a while, then ponder it all while sipping a freshly pressed orange juice in the church’s garden cafe.

EATING IN KRITSA & KROUSTAS: TOP CHOICES

Taverna Platanos: In Kritsa, a sublime setting under a giant 200-year-old plane tree. Tasty menu of crowd-pleasers. 8am-11.30pm €

Cafe Massaros: Catch up on all the local news where residents savour coffees and comfort fare day and night; the soul of Kritsa. 7am-11pm €

Xatheri: Top spot in the mountain village of Kroustas; Konstantinos and his parents serve traditional Cretan faves under mulberry trees. 7am-midnight €

Taverna Stavrakakis O Kroustas: Rightly popular in Kroustas, serves a superb lazania (twisted handmade pasta) made in the wood oven. 1-11.30pm €


THE ROUSING TALE OF KRITSOTOPOULA

Kritsa’s main strip is named Kritsotopoula (Girl of Kritsa) after the legend of a local woman who became a freedom fighter during the Ottoman occupation and who is still revered as a symbol of Cretan resistance.

Rhodanthe, the beautiful daughter of the local priest, unfortunately caught the eye of the Turkish ruler, who had her kidnapped and forced her into marriage. On their wedding night, Rhodanthe slit her tormentor’s throat, put on his clothes and made for the hills to join the Cretan rebels dressed as a young man. Rhodanthe battled fiercely against the Turks but succumbed to wounds sustained during an epic battle near Ancient Lato. She’s commemorated by a small statue on the lane that bears her name, by the endearing Kritsotopoula Museum a bit further on, and by a novel by local resident Yvonne Payne.



Enchanting Kritsa Gorge

Flanked by steep cliffs, Kritsa Gorge follows a riverbed dotted with oak and olive trees and resplendent with spring wildflowers. There are two routes. The shorter (about 5km) follows the canyon for about 2km before heading uphill and returning to the parking area. The longer (about 11km) continues to the village of Tapes. Along the way, you will encounter fences put there by shepherds to keep their goat herds together.

The gorge is signposted off the road to Ancient Lato. Sturdy shoes and reasonable fitness are essential; the trail is stony and requires occasional bouldering.

Katharo Plateau TIME FROM AGIOS NIKOLAOS: 45min [image: jpg]

Trails through a time warp

To escape the summer heat, point the compass to the Katharo Plateau, an otherworldly expanse 1150m above sea level. Although only 26km from Agios Nikolaos, coming up here feels like travelling back in time to a world before mass tourism, when Crete belonged to farmers, shepherds and partisans. To this day, Katharo is inhabited only from May, when shepherds move their flocks of sheep and goats up from the lowlands, until October, when the herds head back down.

A smooth road serpentines up 16km from Kritsa, delivering fabulous views across to the jagged incisors of Mt Tsivi and back east over Mirabello Bay. As olive trees give way to holm oaks, only the wind and the bells of shaggy goats grazing happily among the craggy boulders break the silence. In spring, a blaze of wildflowers punctuates the rugged landscape with Van Gogh–like vividness. Battered signs point out forest trails dating to Minoan times.

More trails start at the top in Avdeliakos, where the paved roads ends. Most people, though, are content to refuel at one of the seasonal tavernas. We like Tavernas Stereos (9am-7pm), where you can sit either on the pergola-covered terrace or inside by the fireplace surrounded by family heirlooms.
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Kritsa Gorge | Dziewul /Shutterstock ©

Milatos Cave TIME FROM AGIOS NIKOLAOS: 40min [image: jpg]

Cavern with a haunting history

The intriguing Milatos Cave, where Turkish troops massacred hundreds of residents who had taken refuge here in 1823, is worth the short detour off the E75 highway on the way to Iraklio. One of the chambers contains a little chapel and an ossuary with bones of some of the victims. On the Sunday after Easter a moving memorial service is held in the cave. Take a minute to gawk at the grand coastal panorama.


OLOUS, THE SUNKEN CITY

In the water below the narrow isthmus connecting the mainland with the Spinalonga Peninsula are vestiges of the ancient town of Olous, one of the most important Dorian cities. It existed from the 8th century BCE until disappearing, possibly because of an earthquake, in around the 8th century CE.

Owing to its underwater location, it’s impossible to avoid allusions linking Olous to Atlantis, but to be clear, there is absolutely no proof of this! It is known that during its heyday, the city was a rival of Lato high up the hill to the west..






TOP EXPERIENCE
Spinalonga Island

Once a Venetian and Turkish stronghold, little Spinalonga Island is still an imposing fortress today. It’s an ideal day trip with a spectacular walk around its perimeter that takes in stellar views and history. Inescapable is the island’s role for 53 years in the 20th century as a refuge for people with leprosy. Excursions here are a highlight of a stay in Agios Nikolaos and the region.
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Venetian Fortress, Spinalonga Island | Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock ©


DON’T MISS

Dante’s Gate

Historical Displays

Perimeter Walk

Bastions

Sweeping Views

Evocative Past

Freelance Exploration




PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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Venetian Fortress

Spinalonga Island was a stronghold of the Venetians, who built the massive fortress here in 1579 to protect the bays of Elounda and Mirabello. In 1715 the island fell under Ottoman control. For over 200 years under various occupiers, the island protected the nearby ports from the many pirates that roamed the Mediterranean and preyed on the coast of Crete.

Even today, as you arrive by water, you’re struck by the sheer size of the fortifications, which have been undergoing a series of reconstructions. Few will not be chilled, both figuratively and physically, by Dante’s Gate, the 20m-long tunnel under a bastion through which patients were brought when they first arrived.

Forced Refuge

Spinalonga Island became one of Europe’s last colonies for people with leprosy in 1903. The island’s isolated location off the northern tip of the Spinalonga Peninsula made it an appealing leprosy quarantine zone for a bureaucracy which didn’t understand the disease and preferred to literally make people afflicted with it ‘go away’. Besides, it was uninhabited and largely derelict.

As many as 1000 Greeks were quarantined on Spinalonga, initially in squalid and miserable conditions. This changed in 1936 with the arrival of Epaminondas Remoundakis, a law student who contracted leprosy at the age of 21, and who fought passionately for better medical care and infrastructure on the island. A cure for leprosy was finally discovered in 1948 and the last person left Spinalonga in 1957.

Surviving infrastructure from the island’s 53 years as an isolation centre include a large concrete hospital building and various dorms for staff and patients. Most are on the west side down near the water on the main road around the island.


LEPROSY

Also known as Hansen’s Disease, leprosy causes skin lesions, nerve damage and muscle weakness. Myths and misconceptions about the disease have always been prevalent, including that it is highly contagious, which it is not. Many consider the word ‘leper’ offensive. Today, there are fewer than 200,000 cases in the world, primarily in tropical places with public health challenges.



Touring the Island

You can walk the 1km perimeter trail of the island in 30 minutes but you should take much longer. Initially you are in the midst of the most built-up area, which is immediately after the notorious Dante’s Gate tunnel. Emerging onto what passes for the island’s main drag, you encounter a series of restored service buildings with displays and exhibits covering the history from Venetian times to the present day.

Informative signs abound and make for fascinating reading: many are tied to the Greek government’s efforts to gain full UNESCO World Heritage Site recognition for the island.

Walking in a clockwise direction, the views of Elounda Bay are ever-changing. The stark umber hills contrast with the brilliant blue water. When you reach the north end, the fortifications become more robust and frequent, with dozens of cannon ports. For centuries, Spinalonga was considered one of the Mediterranean’s strongest fortresses.

The east side looks out to sea and there are many places to pause and quietly contemplate the island’s history. Side trails extend up the hillsides where mazes of foundations reveal just how extensively the island was built up during the Venetian era. Look for the small church and cemetery.

Soon, you’re back at the docks. Both here and on the east side, trails lead down to the water for swimming.







Lasithi Plateau
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SPLENDID ISOLATION | MYTHOLOGICAL HERITAGE | BEGUILING VILLAGES

A row of defunct windmills salutes you as you cross the Seli Ambelos pass, the main gateway to the Lasithi Plateau from Iraklio. This slow-paced, ethereal world feels like the antithesis to Crete’s cities and coasts. The fertile bowl-shaped plain is covered by a chequerboard of fields and orchards that yield a cornucopia of crops – mostly potatoes, tomatoes and lettuce – sold at markets around Crete.

A 23km-long circular road links the 18 tiny villages of the plateau. Each has its own appeal and it’s Crete’s only area above 800m that’s inhabited year-round.

Ash-coloured mountains encircle the plateau. These include the Dikteon range, home of the Dikteon Cave where – so the myth goes – Zeus was born and hidden as an infant. It’s the plateau’s prime attraction and draws day-trippers by the coachload. But only those who spend the night will truly connect with the people and spirit of this both isolated yet accessible corner of Crete.
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Sights

1Agios Georgios

2Agios Konstantinos

3Agios Timios Stavros

4Cretan Folk Museum

5Dikteon Cave

6Greek Mythology Theme Park

7Holy Church of Agia Ariadne

8Kato Metochi

9Mt Karfi

10Psyro

11Tzermiado

Sleeping

 Argoulias (see 11)

 Vasilikata (see 2)

EATING

12Amalthea The Divine Goat

 Dikti Tavern (see 2)

 Metochi (see 8)

13Oropediou Geusis

14Tavérna Días

 Taverna Kronio (see 11)

15Taverna Rea

16To Synafi tou Kritsoti

Shopping

17Windmills.gr




GETTING AROUND

With no regular bus service, exploring the plateau means having your own wheels or a tour. The narrow roads across the fields are great for cycling.

The Lasithi Plateau is not served by public buses. A taxi to Tzermiado or Psyhro costs about €60 from Iraklio and €50 from Agios Nikolaos. To cut costs, take a bus to Malia and a taxi from there (about €25).




[image: ] TOP TIP

The Lasithi Plateau is best visited as a looping detour off the E75, which runs along the north coast. From the north, access runs south from Hersonisos and Malia in Iraklio. From the east, the closest major city is Agios Nikolaos, reached by a winding road through the mountains.



Zeus’ Birth Cave – Maybe

Crete’s famous hole in the ground

High above the village of Psyhro, Dikteon Cave is where in Greek mythology Rhea gave birth to Zeus, far from the clutches of his offspring-gobbling father, Cronos. (Note that many claim another Cretan hole in the ground, Rethymno’s much-less-commercialised Ideon Cave, as his birthplace.)

Hot sun gives way to damp darkness as you negotiate the vertiginous concrete staircase that corkscrews deep into the earth’s bowels, passing towering stalactites and ethereal formations. If you’re in the right state of mind, you might be able to make out Zeus’ cradle, mantle or even the spot where he was nursed. It gets cool and slippery down here, so wear sturdy shoes and bring a hoodie.

Lots of offerings found in the cave – including daggers, arrowheads, figures and double axes – indicate that it was a place of cult worship from Minoan to Roman times. Some items are now on display at the Heraklion Archaeological Museum.


Visit in the afternoon to avoid the usual tourist avalanche. From the car park it’s a steep 800m walk to the cave entrance via a sunny paved path. There are also 4WD taxis available.

A Vision of Pluto in Plaster

Greek mythology recreated

Should you linger in the Dikteon Cave car park, there are plenty of diversions. Besides the usual tawdry souvenir shops selling imported ‘genuine Cretan’ treasures, there’s the Greek Mythology Theme Park (greekmythology.eu; adult/child €8/4), which is a throwback to the sweetest, hoakiest roadside attractions that have amused and entertained generations of travellers the worlds over. All manner of Greek gods are recreated inside and out with widely varying levels of artistry along with signboards explaining the myths around them. If Dionysos looks crestfallen, it might be due to the lacklustre depiction of his anatomy.


TILTING AT WINDMILLS

A famous photograph shows the Lasithi Plateau blanketed by a forest of windmills with white-canvas sails. They were first put up by the Venetians to irrigate Lasithi’s fields and must have been a stunning sight in the 17th century, when there were over 20,000 spinning away.

These days more efficient mechanical pumps take care of the job and only a few windmills are left, mostly serving as photogenic props for tourists. Driving to the Lasithi Plateau from Iraklio Province, a row of restored windmills lines up like soldiers for inspection at the Seli Ambelou pass. A brief stop here is worthwhile to take a closer look and to be swept away by the panoramic views. A board explains their history and mechanics. (Also see the shop Windmills.gr in Agios Georgios.)
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Windmills, Lasithi Plateau | kirillk/shutterstock ©

Climb Mt Karfi

Following in Minoan footsteps

One of the most popular hikes on the Lasithi Plateau takes you from Tzermiado up Mt Karfi, a limestone pinnacle with remnants of a late-Minoan settlement and sweeping coastal views.

When marauding Dorians invaded Crete around 1100 BCE, it quite literally sent the remaining Minoans running for the hills, setting up camp on Karfi’s southeastern flank. The harsh winters could not have been fun, but the site was easy to defend, and the refugees managed to survive for hundreds of years, probably by farming and herding animals.

The route starts near the health centre on the main road west of Tzermiado. Start by following a paved road for about 2km to the petite Nisimos Plateau, then turn left onto a dirt path and steer towards the shoebox-size Holy Church of Agia Ariadne, right next to the trailhead.

The steep climb along a rocky, thistle-lined path to the top and the scattered ruins of the archaeological site takes about 30 minutes. Budget about two hours for the entire return trip, half that if you drive to the chapel.

EATING IN THE LASITHI PLATEAU: TOP CHOICES

To Synafi tou Kritsoti: Check out the large wood-fired grill out front. Snails, lamb, pork, peppers, all the Cretan stars are here. 9am-midnight €

Taverna Kronio: Sample gorgeous country cooking in Tzermiado’s oldest taverna (since 1966). Don’t miss the 18-course tasting menu. 9am-11pm €€

Metochi: Shady taverna in Kato Metochi serving homemade pasta, lamb chops roasted outside on the grill and stuffed zucchini flowers. 9am-11pm €€

Dikti Tavern: In Agios Konstantinos, this famous taverna gets a thumbs up for its succulent lamb. So popular, the tables straddle the road. noon-11.30pm €€


Lasithi from Above

Driving to the top

For a stunning hawk’s-eye view of the Lasithi Plateau’s chequerboard of fields, as well as Mt Karfi, head up to Agios Timios Stavros, a white-washed chapel clinging to the edge of a mountain top above Tzermiado. It’s easy to get to on foot or by car. Just follow the narrow but paved road (the same one you’d take for the Mt Karfi hike) as it climbs some 4km to the chapel. Open the gate to get into the grounds of the church, take in the views and listen to the silence broken only by the wind.

The Plateau’s Best Village

Exploring Agios Georgios

If you stroll one village on the plateau, make it Agios Georgios. At a crossroads, it makes a good base for exploring the patchwork of roads by bike. Wander the curving main street and pick a random cafe for a coffee. Pause to take the temperature of the town as residents exchange the day’s news and the proprietors prepare your drink as they’ve done thousands of times before.

Drop into the Cretan Folk Museum (adult/child €3/2), which opens a window onto Crete’s rural past, with exhibits spread over a 19th-century stone farmhouse and a slightly younger neoclassical building. Aside from the expected array of farm implements, wooden furniture, textiles, faded black-and-white photographs and WWII relics, also note the neat wine press that cleverly converts into a bed. Finally, a nearby building has great valley views and an exhibit commemorating the legendary liberal politician and patriot Eleftherios Venizelos.

Back on the main road, when you see the small spinning windmills, you’ve found Windmills.gr, a workshop with a modern name that makes its eponymous products for use today and has fascinating exhibits explaining their uses and design.

Although Agios Georgios is the best, there are other villages on the plateau worth exploring. Agios Konstantinos is a deeply traditional village with excellent tavernas and several timeless shops selling crafts including noted local needlework (look for displays outside). Tzermiado is the modern commercial hub of the plateau; it’s the place to find petrol. Easily walkable, it has all services and is strategically located between the two main access roads to/from greater Crete. Kato Metochi is so small, it’s a bend-in-the-road village, but you’ll want to stop as the huge shade trees here on the edge of the plain have an appeal, as do the fresh oranges for sale by vendors. Psyro is a garden spot of a hamlet right below the Dikteon Cave tourist scrum.


PLATEAU WILDFLOWERS

Crete is known for wildflowers and the Lasithi Plateau is filled with them nearly throughout the year. Poppies and purple lupins flower in the spring. Milky white and magenta oleanders bloom from June through August, while the hillsides come alive with cistus and brooms in the early summer. Watch for fields of yellow chrysanthemums from March to May.

Many varieties of orchids and ophrys bloom in the spring, turning the hills and meadows bright with pink, purple and violet flowers. Dense-flowered orchids, pink-flowered butterfly orchids and Cretan cyclamens are real stars.

Purple and crimson anemones are found in early spring followed by yellow buttercups and crowfoots in late spring. The mountainsides are fragrant with the scents of oregano, thyme, sage and rosemary much of the year.



EATING IN THE LASITHI PLATEAU: CASUAL PICKS

Oropediou Geusis: Nicknamed Mafia’s, this kafeneio-style Tzermiado classic spoils guests with hearty homemade dishes. 7am-midnight €

Tavérna Días: Simple, throwback Agios Georgios taverna with chairs on the street. What’s on offer depends on the kitchen’s whim. 10am-10pm €

Taverna Rea: Cheerful Agios Georgios taverna has stone walls decorated with Cretan artefacts. Maria Spanaki does a mean souvlaki. noon-10pm €

Amalthea The Divine Goat: Watch rental cars battle for supremacy in the Dikteon Cave car park. Good coffee and fresh juices. 9am-8pm €





Ierapetra
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HISTORIC FLAIR | LIVELY NIGHTLIFE | TOP TAVERNAS

The largest town on the south coast, cheerful, down-to-earth Ierapetra offers a traditional Cretan experience. The opening of a slew of contemporary upscale resorts along the beaches east of the centre, however, has begun to bolster the town’s tourism profile.

For now, daytime life moves at a relaxed pace. There’s little to do but lounge in the waterfront cafes and restaurants, wander the historic streets or bask in the sun on the long grey-sand city beach. Once the sun dips below the horizon, though, waterfront taverna tables fill and the carousing goes late. It’s one of Lasithi’s best scenes.

The jumping-off point for boats to semitropical Chrissi Island (also called Gaïdouronisi or Hrysi), Ierapetra is also the commercial hub of southeastern Crete’s substantial greenhouse-based agribusiness. First introduced by a Dutch entrepreneur in the 1960s, the reflective greenhouses provide an unlikely contrast to the reflective sea.
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Sights

1Archaeological Collection of Ierapetra

2Church of Afentis Christos

3Former Mosque

4House of Napoleon

5Ierapetra Town Hall

6Kales Fortress

7Turkish Fountain

Sleeping

8Coral Boutique Hotel

9El Greco Boutique Hotel

EATING

10Napoleon

11Pizzeria L’Angolo

12To Bobu

13Vira Potzi

Drinking & Nightlife

14Boheme Cafe

15Chocolicious

16Ntoukiani

17Saxo Bar




GETTING AROUND

Getting around Ierapetra’s cluttered town centre by car is a nuisance, so park in the street or in a car park and get around on foot. There’s a big space right next to the Chrissi Island ferry terminal. The central taxi stand with fixed fares posted on a board is outside the town hall, steps from the jetty. Greenride (greenride.gr) rents out e-bikes.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If Ierapetra’s town beach isn’t cutting it for you, you’ll find plenty of lovely coves and strands east of town, including one of Crete’s longest beaches at Koutsounari (aka Long Beach). Appealing sandy strands beyond here include local favourite Agia Fotia, noted for its calm water, and Makrygialos, with its cheerful beachside promenade.



Treasures, Coffins & a Goddess

A treasure chest of antiquities

Located in an 1899 school built by the Ottomans, the Archaeological Collection of Ierapetra (archaeologicalmuseums.gr; adult/child €3/2) may initially seem like just another dusty repository for carved rocks and clay shards, until you see the grandeur of an intact statue (no missing parts, take that Venus de Milo!) of the goddess Persephone that dates back to the 2nd century CE. And that’s just the start of the surprises at this compact gem which has 3500 years of treasures from 3000 BCE to 500 CE. Don’t miss the big larnax (clay coffin) from 1300 BCE, decorated with hunting scenes, a chariot race and, yes, an octopus.

Plunging into the Waterfront

Ierapetra’s tasty dining scene

Ierapetra’s waterfront has a lively dining scene that draws crowds of residents and visitors every night from spring through autumn. Tavernas along Stratigou Samouil have tables in glassed-in pavilions along the shore, with even more tables spilling out under the trees. On balmy nights it’s one big moveable feast.

Stroll and compare the offerings, deciding which fish looks fresh and which Cretan speciality looks best. Vira Potzi next to Kales Fortress has modern accents. Views of the waterfront on the breezy terrace accompany time-tested Cretan classics. The wine list is tops. Tables at To Bobu start on the west side of the street and end up at the sand in the east; huge portions of excellent fresh seafood, including fine shrimp specials. Named for the nearby historic house, Napoleon serves top Cretan fare with flair. Or if the thought of another Greek salad curdles your gizzard, head to Pizzeria L’Angolo, which delights families with its generously topped crispy thin crusts.

IERAPETRA’S BEST CAFES & BARS

Boheme Cafe: Nurse your coffee, beer or cocktail long enough at this glossy central cafe and all of Ierapetra will walk past. 8am-11pm

Ntoukiani: Tiny bar with boho flair, a gregarious crowd and good cocktails. Cosy inside, has a few stools at a small bar outside. 8am-3am

Saxo Bar: Long-running party den on three levels, with a swish backlit cocktail bar and a seductive rooftop lounge you won’t want to leave. 9pm-3am

Chocolicious: Beloved cafe is heaven for the sweet-toothed day or night. Families, couples on dates, kids blowing their pocket money, etc. 8am-1am


IERAPETRA’S MARITIME HISTORY

Ierapetra was an important Dorian city and a feared pirate nest during the Minoan age. The last major outpost to fall to the Romans, they made it a major port of call in their conquest of Egypt. Pirates returned during the Middle Ages until the Venetians built Kales Fortress, which can still be seen today. Maritime traditions continued to be at the centre of local life. Even Napoleon is said to have dropped by.






STROLLING IERAPETRA’S OLD QUARTER


This short tour takes you from the harbour through the atmospheric old quarter, stopping at sites that recall Ierapetra’s heritage.
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	START

	END

	LENGTH




	Kales Fortress

	Turkish Fountain

	500m; 30 minutes





Explore the 17th-century Venetian stronghold called 1 Kales Fortress, whose crenellated walls overlook the fishing harbour. It was built atop an older defensive structure reputedly erected by Genoese pirates in the 13th century and destroyed by an earthquake and the Turks. Climb up to the ramparts and the single tower for grand views of the bay and the mountains.

A few steps west, on Samouil, the red-tile domes of the 2 Church of Afentis Christos come into view. Built in the 14th century, it’s Ierapetra’s oldest house of worship and has some fine icons.

Continue by plunging into the thicket of narrow alleyways of the pint-sized Old Quarter (Kato Mera). The big attraction is the 3 House of Napoleon. Famously diminutive French statesman Napoleon Bonaparte is said to have stayed incognito here in 1798 en route to his campaign in Egypt. Perhaps he chose it because he could fit through the door.

Weave your way past the Church of Agios Nikolaos and along Makedonomachon to the triangular Platia Tzami at the northern edge of the old quarter. The late-19th-century 4 mosque here is now mostly derelict but still sports a finely wrought minaret. Both the mosque and octagonal domed 5 Turkish Fountain on the square are tangible reminders of Ierapetra’s Ottoman era.







Beyond Ierapetra
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Surrender to slothdom on your favourite beach or get into the mountains for culinary feasts and under-the-radar natural and historic splendours.



Places

Myrtos

Anatoli

Archaeological Site of Vasiliki

Ha Gorge

Chrissi Island



 

Crete’s southeast around Ierapetra has a subtropical climate which makes the myriad coastal beaches and coves such a big draw. Sometimes too much of a draw: access to the paradisical strands of uninhabited off-shore Chrissi Island is restricted because of overtourism.

The friendliest of the coastal villages is charmingly undeveloped and flower-filled Myrtos, which has maintained a strong local identity. For a totally secluded beach experience, venture a bit further west to Tertsa.

The hills hold sleepy and alluring mountain villages where you can go hiking in gorges after taking time to smell the pine forests. Pause for an earthy meal in a characterful taverna after exploring an early and isolated Minoan palace.


GETTING AROUND

Buses run to the main coastal communities west and east of Ierapetra, as well as to Sitia and Agios Nikolaos. To get to the mountain villages, you need your own transport. The coast road is suitable for cycling.



Myrtos TIME FROM IERAPETRA: 20min [image: jpg]

Unpretentious charm and an inviting beach

Myrtos is a delightful beach town with a well-organised strand, complete with pick-up volleyball matches. It makes an excellent base for mountain and canyon hikes, and even has a couple of minor Minoan sites. All these assets attract a devoted clientele that cherishes its slow pulse, flower-festooned guesthouses, and cluster of village and seafront tavernas. Even if just passing through, it’s worth a stop to absorb the warm vibe.

 

A boho beachside garden

Just 6km west of Myrtos on the coast road, tiny Tertsa is a pocket of paradise where bananas, grapes, cucumbers and other crops grow in abundance. On Sundays, villagers come down from the mountains to stock up at the farmers' market. This is usually followed by a casual taverna lunch.

On weekdays, Tertsa’s wide gray-sand beach is practically deserted. For even more privacy, walk west to a string of secluded beaches popular with nudists.

Anatoli TIME FROM IERAPETRA: 30min [image: jpg]

Smell the roses on high

If you only have time to linger in one out-of-the-way mountain village in Lasithi, little Anatoli is a splendid choice. Utterly isolated (unless you’re on a driving tour), the descent into oblivion of this picturesque Venetian-era village of ‘the rising sun’ (as its name translates) has been arrested by cashed-up and conservation-minded folks from Ierapetra and beyond (helped along by buckets of EU heritage subsidies).

There’s no particular attraction here, rather, it’s a good place to park the car and wander the narrow lanes admiring the restored architectural details on the vintage houses. Note the carved wood detailing set off by spectacular gardens. Big views abound: the crescent of Ierapetra is surrounded by a shimmering sea of water and a reflecting ocean of greenhouses.


I LIVE HERE: BEST MOUNTAIN TAVERNAS

Yiannis Zervakis, a local chef who also organises cooking workshops and food and wine tours, tells us where to get great food in the mountain villages. facebook.com/yiannis.zervakis

Taverna Agia Paraskevi: Near Christos, chef Giannis cooks delicious pork, lamb and other traditional foods in a wood oven. Sit on the plane-tree-shaded terrace next to a tiny chapel and a gurgling stream.

Stella’s Café: Enjoy the tranquillity, the fresh air and great homemade food at this cafe in Selakano, especially Stella’s famous omelette with potatoes. You can take nice walks in the surrounding forest.

Villa Mala: In a renovated old building in Males, Villa Mala has a wonderful view down to the sea. Enjoy local wine, and excellent traditional and modern dishes, and don’t miss the homemade apple pie!



Archaeological Site of Vasiliki TIME FROM IERAPETRA: 15min [image: jpg]

The earliest of Minoan palaces

Park by the side of the small road to the mountain village of Vasiliki and follow the path through a carob and olive grove for about 100m to the exquisite Archaeological Site of Vasiliki (odysseus.culture.gr; free).

Considered a forerunner to Minoan palaces such as Knossos, it dates to 2600 BCE. It’s the first settlement to show urban planning and the so-called ‘House on the Hill’ has elements used in later, grander structures such as large rectangular rooms connected with long corridors. Note how much of the surviving structure was built from bricks made from mud, straw and stones.

Some famous mottled pottery was unearthed here and is now displayed in the Heraklion Archaeological Museum. Opening hours are erratic but you can see a lot through the fence (or look for a way in).

Ha Gorge TIME FROM IERAPETRA: 20min [image: jpg]

A scar in Lasithi

The shocking cleft of the 1.5km-long Ha Gorge, which splits apart the great curtain wall of the Thripti Mountains, is the most impressive feature along the 12km-wide isthmus that links Crete’s hooked eastern tip with the rest of the island. However, unless you’re an experienced canyoneer, don’t attempt a crossing. Instead, turn off at Monastiraki, park next to the Ha Canyon sign and follow the easy 1km-long trail for views of the geologic drama. Monastiraki itself is a lovely village with three churches and atmospheric tavernas, including the recommended Kapilion.

EATING BEYOND IERAPETRA: TOP CHOICES

Kapilion: Village taverna in Monastiraki with huge views across the mountains. Dinner only except for long Sunday lunches. 4-11.30pm €

Kafemezedopolion Aposperís: Menu of Cretan classics almost as long as this taverna’s name. An informal choice in bucolic Anatoli. 11am-11pm €

O Platanos: Beneath a giant plane tree on Myrtos’ main street, has live music on summer evenings. Feast on reliable Cretan staples. 5pm-2am €€

La Sera: Romantic lighting and fine wine; al fresco–only lair wedged into a Myrtos alley. Short menu of Med-inspired localfare. 5.30pm-midnight €€


Chrissi Island TIME FROM IERAPETRA: 1hr [image: jpg]

Loving paradise to death

Ierapetra is the launch pad for boat trips to one of Crete’s most beautiful islands: uninhabited Chrissi Island (also known as Gaïdouronisi, Chrysi or Hrysi Island), about 16km offshore. It is famous for its silvery beaches; clear water shimmering in myriad shades of blue; traces of Minoan ruins; Belegrina, a beach covered with a mountain of shells; and, above all, the only forest of Lebanese cedar trees in Europe.

Alas, this nature preserve has been under severe pressure from the deluge of roughly 200,000 day-tripping tourists ferried in every year. Some of them set up camp, trampling saplings, using up the groundwater needed by local plants, leaving litter behind, setting up makeshift tavernas and even bringing goats, who set about munching on the gnarled cedars. Impromptu windbreaks built on the beach were found to be causing the dunes to dissolve further, imperilling the cedars.

In 2022, the Greek government put on the brakes and closed Chrissi off to tourism during the summer months to let the environment recover. But regional commercial interests were outraged and since then the island has slowly opened back up, with some restrictions. Visits to the island are much more tightly controlled – no tavernas, no camping etc – and daily numbers on the beaches are supposedly limited.

The situation remains in flux, check with a boat operator such as Ierapetra’s Blue Cruises (blue-daily-cruises.com) for the latest info.
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Chrissi Island | Georgios Tsichlis /Shutterstock ©


TOMATOES UNDER GLASS

Agriculture has long been the backbone of Crete’s economy, going back to olives in Minoan times, and Ierapetra is no exception. However, the region remained poor until 1966 when Dutch agriculturist Paul Kuijpers began building greenhouses similar to those at the heart of the year-round tomato industry in the Netherlands. Residents – used to their traditional ways – were soon converted by the profits from multiple harvests of tomatoes, eggplant and other produce per year. Today, Ierapetra has the largest number of greenhouses in Crete – it’s the region’s main source of income after tourism. But the bounty comes with costs: the visual pollution of the greenhouses, which cover over 15 sq km of land around Ierapetra, and plastic debris littering the land and blowing into the sea.







ROAD TRIP
Meandering Mountain Drive


This circular driving tour from Ierapetra covers a panorama-intense network of twisting roads clinging to the Dikteon Mountains. It cuts through a landscape of rocky pinnacles, pine tree forests and escarpments cloaked in flowers. Stops include a coastal village, a deep gorge, a stone mountain hamlet, a cave chapel and a fabulous sandy beach. The route covers 95km. Allow at least a half day (or a full day with walks).
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1 Ierapetra

Start this circular trip in historic Ierapetra and point your compass west.

The drive:: Leave Ierapetra’s urban sprawl behind during the 15km drive paralleling the coast west to Myrtos.

2 Myrtos

Myrtos is fringed by a grey pebble-and-sand beach and bright-blue water. The tavernas and cafes on its languid waterfront make a good pause for a coffee or a meal.

The drive:: Follow signs north into the mountains towards the hamlet of Mithi before parking at the trailhead to Sarakinas Gorge 1.3km further on.

3 Sarakinas Gorge

From the car park it’s a five-minute walk past a small dam to the mouth of the canyon, which packs stunning beauty into a 1.5km walk hemmed in by sculpted walls soaring up to 150m high. Some scrambling and water crossing is required. Check ahead for water levels and bring a towel.


The drive: Continue north for 7km, turn left at the Christos–Males junction and drive another 7km to Selekano. The road gets very narrow in parts, so drive cautiously.
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Beekeepers, Selekano Forest | Heracles Kritikos /Shutterstock ©

4 Selekano Forest

Stretch your legs in the wildly beautiful Selekano woods. Pine trees dominate but there are also kermes oaks, planes and Cretan maples. The forest is also the hub of Crete’s honey production, so be ready for bee encounters, especially in the summer.

The drive:: Backtrack to the junction and continue east for 10km via Males along an especially scenic stretch with views back to the moodily majestic Dikteon Mountains.

5 Anatoli

Although Anatoli is still sleepy, the restored ruins make it an evocative stop. There are great views of the coast below, and gardens are filled with a profusion of flowers and the songs of birds.

The drive:: Keep going for 6km on this twisty mountain road to Kalamafka, embedded between limestone pinnacles.

6 Kalamafka

One of those pinnacles is crowned by the amazing cave chapel of Timios Stavros. The 220 steps are worth the effort for a look inside the tiny, whitewashed and icon-filled hole-in-the-mountain church, and the sweeping views across the village and surrounding peaks.

The drive:: About halfway on the 15km drive down to coastal Istron, you’ll pass a windy viewpoint from which you can see both the Aegean and the Libyan Seas.

7 Voulisma Beach

Wrap up your drive with a refreshing pause at one of eastern Crete’s most popular beaches. From here it’s only 20 minutes driving the 16km back to Ierapetra. Consider stopping at Vasiliki and Ha Gorge on the way.







Sitia
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LOW-KEY | SMALL | APPEALING WATERFRONT

Sometimes it’s the absence of things that makes a place so special. Case in point, Sitia: no big international resorts, no fancy designer boutiques, no glittering nightclubs. Instead, the largest town in far eastern Crete exudes a charming, unpolished grit that stems from not having sold its soul to mass tourism.

That doesn’t mean that Sitia is undiscovered. In summer, visitors delight in its unpretentious allure and everybody feels like a resident, when a carnival-like atmosphere takes over the taverna-lined waterfront promenade that skirts the small fishing harbour.

In the tranquil old town above the harbour, whitewashed buildings stripe the hillside cut by steep staircases and accented by a ruined Venetian castle. Stores and businesses in the narrow streets paralleling the promenade are geared to daily needs.

Many visitors use Sitia as a launch pad for explorations of Vaï, Moni Toplou, Zakros and other remote destinations further east, although it’s well worth pausing here to decompress from Crete’s tourist frenzy elsewhere.
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Sights

1Archaeological Museum of Sitia

2Kazarma Fortress

3Sitia City Beach

4Vitsentzos Kornaros Memorial

5Waterfront Promenade

Sleeping

6Hotel Elysee

EATING

7Mitsakakis

8Rakadika

9Tzivaeri

10Wai

Drinking & Nightlife

11Black Hole Music Bar

12Exo Lounge Cafe

13Nouvelle Boutique

14Wall Music Bar

ENTERTAINMENT

15Stegi Vitsentzos Kornaros




GETTING AROUND

There’s pay parking all over town and free parking in spaces behind the Archaeological Museum and off Emmanouil Rouselaki just before the ferry port. The long-distance bus station – with daily services to Agios Nikolaos, Ierapetra and Iraklio, and limited connections to Palekastro and Zakros – is opposite the Archaeological Museum on the Sitia–Palekastro Rd.




[image: ] TOP TIP

A car is of absolutely no use in Sitia’s small city centre. You can walk everywhere.



Witness Eastern Crete’s Distant Past

Meet the Palekastro boy

Compact and smartly curated, the Archaeological Museum of Sitia (odysseus.culture.gr; adult/child €3/2) showcases finds from eastern Crete spanning the arc from Neolithic to Roman times, albeit with an emphasis on Minoan artefacts. It’s worth coming here just see its star exhibit, the Palekastro Kouros – a statue of a young man made from eight pieces of hippopotamus ivory joined together by wooden dowels. Possibly once fully covered in gold leaf, it’s truly a masterpiece, despite missing its midriff.

Elsewhere you can admire standout finds from the Minoan palace at Zakros, including a wine press, a bronze saw and cult objects scorched by the fire that destroyed the complex. Other notable items are fragments of Linear A tablets found at nearby Petras and Zakros, as well as Minoan larnakes (clay coffins).

Check to see if the Petras Archaeological Site 2km southeast of town is open for viewing. It has traces of Minoan homes.

Fortress with a View

Worth the climb

For the best views of Sitia, scramble up the hillside above the port to the Kazarma Fortress. The town’s most imposing structure was built by the Venetians in the 13th century but has been destroyed (by earthquakes, pirates and marauders) and rebuilt multiple times. Pretty much gutted today, it’s found a new purpose as an atmospheric outdoor backdrop for summer cultural events. The name is derived from the Italian term Casa di Arma, meaning barracks.

EATING IN SITIA: TOP CHOICES

Rakadika: Go for the seasonal specials at this standout waterfront taverna with rustic charm and fall-over-backwards staff. 9am-11pm €

Mitsakakis: Institution (since 1965) famous for its galaktoboureko (custard-filled pastry) and kataïfi (angel-hair pastry). 10am-2am €

Tzivaeri: Culinary excellence, generous portions and friendly servers make this taverna a top pick on the seaside promenade. 11am-midnight €

Wai: Back from the waterfront, has tables that spill out across a large square. Big menu of well-made Greek classics. 11am-1am €


SITIA’S HISTORY

Excavations indicate that there were Neolithic settlements around Sitia and an important Minoan settlement at nearby Petras. In the Graeco-Roman era there was a town called Iteia in or around modern Sitia, although its exact site hasn’t been located. Under the Venetians, Sitia became the most important port in eastern Crete, and their name for the port, La Sitia, is said to have given Lasithi its name.

Sitia was hit by a devastating earthquake in 1508 – a blow which left it teetering. The 1648 Turkish blockade then finished it off. The remaining inhabitants fled and the town languished until the Turks made Sitia an administrative centre in the late 19th century.



Stroll Sitia’s Waterfront

Eat, drink and be balmy

In summer, the waterfront promenade paralleling Sitia’s harbour feels like a carnival, with a tightly clustered pack of lively tavernas, cafes and bars pulling in an all-ages crowd of residents and visitors until the wee hours. With playgrounds and occasional live entertainment, even the little ones won’t get bored. For a bit of quiet, extend your stroll north past the Roman fish tanks all the way to the ferry terminal. For an even calmer vibe, backtrack through the town’s historic centre with its narrow lanes and steep staircases.

Sandy Shorts

Beach time in the centre

There are better beaches a short distance east, but Sitia’s city beach will do in a snap if you feel like lolling around in the sun for a bit. It has mostly greyish sand and is lapped by crystalline, kid-friendly water. Extending for a couple of kilometres east of the harbour, the strand rarely gets crowded, although it lacks shade and is paralleled by a road, which temper its blissfulness.

Remembering Vitsentzos Kornaros

The father of Erotokritos

While waltzing down Sitia’s seaside promenade, keep an eye out for the memorial honouring Crete’s most famous poet, Cretan Renaissance writer Vitsentzos Kornaros, born nearby in 1553 (the statue is next to the Thalassa Café). Kornaros’ best-known work, Erotokritos, is an epic poem deeply embedded in the Cretan psyche. Set in a fictionalised Athens, it follows the challenges, adventures and romantic interludes of two star-crossed lovers. It’s written in rhyming couplets called mantinadhes, each consisting of exactly 15 syllables, a lyric style popular to this day. And yes, in case you wondered: the story ends happily...after 10,012 verses!

The nonprofit cultural centre Stegi Vitsentzos Kornaros (vitsentzoskornaros.org) keeps the legacy of Sitia’s most famous son alive.

DRINKING IN SITIA: TOP PICKS

Black Hole Music Bar: Drinks are always on offer and the ambience is literally timeless at this bar overlooking the pier. 24hr

Nouvelle Boutique: Comfy-chic local fave with backlit bar lures revellers with funky sounds, sweet and strong drinks. 8am-5am

Wall Music Bar: Chill place for drinks and munching on burgers, pasta and other faves. Like others, right on the waterfront in a tent-like pavilion. 8am-1am

Exo Lounge Cafe: Tables right up to water’s edge plus many more in a glass-walled aerie. Stylish decor, good tunes. 24hr





Beyond Sitia
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Crete’s crowd-free far eastern mountains and coast deliver a wealth of experiences that will delight nature lovers and thrill seekers.



Places

Gournia

Kavousi

Mohlos

Richtis Gorge

Moni Toplou

Ancient Itanos

Kouremenos Beach



In Crete’s sparsely populated (and less visited) ‘Wild East’, adventure lurks around every bend of the roads that wind across hills and mountains above and along the shimmering sea.

Hike to a Minoan palace through a canyon that doubled as a cemetery in antiquity. Crete’s longest cave, burrowed deep into coastal mountain, invites spelunkers. Hug a 4000-year-old olive tree, hike to a waterfall hidden in a jungle-like gorge and spread your towel on some of Crete’s best beaches, including one shaded by a grove of palm trees unique to the island and another in the shadow of ancient ruins. The main village is Palekastro, which boasts two great beaches: Hiona and Crete’s windsurfing paradise Kouremenos.


GETTING AROUND

If you want to do any kind of exploration in Crete’s far-flung east, there’s no way around getting a rental car, preferably one with enough power to negotiate the steep and winding roads. Get a 4WD if you want to go off-road.

The only towns served by public bus from Sitia are Palekastro and Zakros. In the off-season (October to April), service is sparse. In summer, a bus goes to Vaï.



Gournia TIME FROM SITIA: 1hr [image: jpg]

Explore Crete’s largest Minoan ruins

The Late Minoan settlement of Gournia (gournia.org; admission €2) comprising a small palace and residential areas was built between 1600 and 1500 BCE, destroyed in 1450 BCE, and reoccupied from 1375 to 1200 BCE. There are streets, stairways and houses with walls up to 2m high. It’s considered to be the best preserved of all Minoan cities.

Domestic, trade and agricultural implements discovered here suggest that Gournia was prosperous. Snap a picture of the overview map just past the entrance, then follow a narrow ancient road as it curves uphill to the extensive palace ruins, skirting workshops and storage rooms, including one where a clay wine press was found. The trail ends at the palace’s central courtyard, with steps on your right indicating the main entrance. On the opposite (western) side of the courtyard, smaller stairs lead down to an upright slab considered to have been a ‘sacred stone’. Basic explanatory panels scattered around the site provide additional information.

You can easily spend a couple of hours wandering the ruins. The longer you stay, the more the old city will emerge from the ruins and your imagination will fill in the myriad gaps.



UNESCO’S SITIA GEOPARK

Eastern Crete is part of the Sitia Geopark, which is in itself part of the much grander global collection of UNESCO Geoparks. Each is meant to preserve, highlight and celebrate areas of the earth with unique natural qualities.

In Lasithi, it’s the great variety of features such as caves, gorges, plateaus and more, which all combine with such unique beauty that have earned the designation. Even fossils play a role, such as the elephant-like creature that prowled the area 8.5 million years ago.

With Geopark status comes recognition of the wetlands, dunes and dozens of still natural beaches along the coast. Stars include the Vaï date palm forest as well as the 135+ species of migratory birds.



Kavousi TIME FROM SITIA: 50min [image: jpg]

Gobsmacked by a huge olive tree

Travelling along the highway between Agios Nikolaos and Sitia, build in a stop in the flower-filled village of Kavousi for the 2km jaunt to an olive tree that germinated during Minoan times, some 3250 years ago. With a trunk between 5m and 7m thick and a 10m-wide canopy, it truly has awesome dimensions and is one of the oldest – and grandest – olive trees in the world.

Mohlos TIME FROM SITIA: 50min [image: jpg]

Carefree beach town

At the end of a narrow road incongruously winding past massive open-cast gypsum quarries (and a huge new beachside development), Mohlos is perched on the brink of discovery. In this fishing village on a promontory, time moves as gently as the waves lapping the tiny pebble-and-grey-sand beach. There’s little to do but relax, soak up the peacefulness and enjoy a leisurely meal at one of the waterfront cafes and tavernas with their 270-degree views of the sea. (Unadorned Bar Raki is a prime example.)

In ancient times, Mohlos was a thriving Early Minoan community, traces of which have been excavated on the islet that lies 200m offshore. If you want to visit, ask around in the village for someone to take you there in a boat.

Richtis Gorge TIME FROM SITIA: 30min [image: jpg]

Trekking through a Cretan jungle

Much of eastern Crete may be arid and mountainous, but hiking through Richtis Gorge feels like being beamed into a tropical rainforest, complete with butterflies, chirping birds and a waterfall.

Starting in Exo Mouliana, the well-signposted and maintained trail follows a lively brook to a secluded pebbled beach via a cascading waterfall. It’s a moderately difficult walk, with wooden bridges covering the trickiest sections, although some climbing over rocks and branches is required.

Lush vegetation like oleander and sycamore, carob and fig trees keeps much of the trail in the shade, but the humidity quickly has you dripping with perspiration. Which is why the year-round waterfall is such a welcome sight! Tumbling 20m over a moss-covered cliff into a small pool, it’s great for taking a refreshing dip.

You can park by the highway and walk 1.4km down to the trailhead, or drive and park near the pay kiosk next to a 19th-century arched stone bridge. Budget at least an hour for the 1.8km to the waterfall, another 30 minutes to get to the beach. Most people start at the bridge and backtrack from the waterfall. Alternatively, drive 5.5km to the beach on the rough, narrow unpaved path and do the trek in reverse.

EATING IN EAST LASITHI: OUR PICKS

Kath’Odon: Sweeping sunset views and mouthwatering meals made with seasonal ingredients in this top-rated taverna in Mirsini. 12.30-11pm €

Natural Taverna: Close to the turnoff to Mohlos; awesome sea views and generous portions made from homegrown produce. 9am-11pm €

Hiona Taverna: Book ahead for a clifftop table at this superb seafood taverna on Hiona Beach. Don’t miss the rich bouillabaisse-style kakavia. noon-11pm €€

Vaï Palm Beach: Enjoy views of the beach with superb regional cuisine. Dishes include local produce and products from Moni Toplou. noon-7pm €€
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BEST BIRDWATCHING ON THE EAST COAST

Vaï & Itanos: Peregrine and red-footed falcons patrol the skies of this area, which encompasses a date palm grove, ruins and vast, unpopulated dunes.

Palekastro: The coastal wetlands at Hiona Beach attract waterfowl, including warblers, crested lark and whimbrels, as well as migratory birds.

Zakros Gorge: Sightings of griffon vultures, golden eagles and honey buzzards are a distinct possibility in the Valley of the Dead.

Alatsolimni Beach: The saltpans in Xerokambos are a go-to spot for migrating herons, hawks and even the ever-popular pink spectacle of the greater flamingo in winter.



Moni Toplou TIME FROM SITIA: 20min [image: jpg]

Fierce monks, fine icons, fabulous wines

In splendid isolation on a windswept plateau, the fortified 15th-century Moni Toplou is one of Crete’s most historically significant monasteries.

Moni Toplou’s defences were tested by pirates, crusading knights, Turks and even Nazis. The architecturally fascinating church brims with superb icons, including the intensely intricate Lord Thou Art Great by celebrated Cretan artist Ioannis Kornaros that depicts scenes from the Old and New Testaments, including Noah’s Ark, Jonah and the Whale, and Moses parting the Red Sea. Check out the three levels of tiny monks’ cells with their thick walls.

’Toplou’ is the Turkish word for cannon, which is what the monks used to keep the pirates at bay during Venetian times. These warrior-priests were also solid supporters of Cretan independence. Under Turkish occupation, a secret school operated on the premises, while during WWII resistance leaders ran an underground radio transmitter here.

Exhibits detail the past. Outside, a memorial recalls the 27 monks killed by the Turks and the three monks killed by the Nazis in 1944.

Today, the monastery is not only an attraction for fans of history, religion, art and architecture but it’s also the area’s largest landowner and an active producer of appealing wines and olive oil, which you can sample in the tasting room in the former oil mill.



BEST BEACHES NEAR VAï

Besides Vaï’s famous beach, Crete’s east coasts offers beaches for all tastes. The following are crowd-free – and mostly facility-free, too:

Psili Ammos: An easy scramble over the rocky headland rising at the southern end of Vaï Beach.

Itanos: Really three wind-protected coves 2km north of Vaï near the ruins of the ancient Greco-Roman town.

Kouremenos: About 7km south of Vaï; a 1.5km-long, grey sand-and-pebble beach with good shallow-water swimming and Crete’s best windsurfing.

Hiona: A quiet sweep with excellent fish tavernas at one end and a coastal wetland coveted by migratory birds.

Skinias: Three shade-free coves reached via a rough road. Provides total tranquillity and good snorkelling.
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Ancient Itanos TIME FROM SITIA: 30min [image: jpg]

Seaside ruins near beaches

About 3km north of Vaï, vestiges of the Graeco-Roman port of Itanos overlook a trio of beaches. Today’s Ancient Itanos (odysseus.culture.gr; adult/child €3/2) was once an important settlement in eastern Crete and is mentioned by Homer in his epics. By the 7th century BCE, it was a key trading post with the Middle East and was renowned for its prized purple dye. A few centuries later, it was at odds with local rivals before being occupied by the Romans.

Explore the remains of two early Christian basilicas, a Hellenistic watchtower and wall foundations. Many of the stones are in excellent condition. The basilica ruin, on high ground towards the sea, is littered with toppled columns. Look for one stone base marked with circular motifs.

The shade-free site gets scorching by midday. There’s little information on site, so download info before arriving.

Kouremenos Beach TIME FROM SITIA: 25min [image: jpg]

Thrill to surfing the wind

The top spot for windsurfing in Crete is low-key Kouremenos Beach, a long, wide stretch of sand between two reefs. Part of the small commercial hub of Palekastro, it’s exposed to the meltemi, the dry northwesterly summer wind that blows fiercely throughout the Aegean. Coupled with a local funnelling effect, it creates ideal windsurfing conditions suitable for everyone from beginners to bump-and-jump lovers.

Freak Surf Crete and Gone Surfing Crete Windsurfing & Wingfoiling Center are two excellent Palekastro-based operators with seasonal outlets on Kouremenos Beach. Book at least a couple of months ahead to rent gear or take lessons. Peak season runs from mid-June to mid-September.




TOP EXPERIENCE
Vaï Beach

The beach at Vaï would be just another dreamy ribbon of whitish sand were it not cradled by a forest of palm trees that makes you feel like you’ve been teleported straight to the tropics. It’s this exotic vibe that makes Vaï one of the island’s most magical and popular beaches despite its remote location in Lasithi’s far northeastern corner.
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Europe’s Largest Palm Forest

Vaï’s date palms, an endemic species called Phoenix theophrasti, have enjoyed their beachfront location for thousands of years. The grove was much bigger until much of it was destroyed by extensive land reclamation in 1957. In the 1970s, Matala hippies in search of a new sanctuary set up camp under the shady palms. Camping has since been prohibited and most of the remaining forest (at 20 hectares, still Europe’s largest endemic palm forest) is now fenced in.

Go for a Walk

Besides water sports, you can go hiking through the palm forests, dunes and surrounding hills overlooking the small bays around Vaï. The UNESCO Geopark Georoute 14 covers 4.7km and takes under two hours. Expect to see many of the 50 species of plants native to Crete.

Enjoying Vaï

In summer, the rows of thatched umbrellas and sunbeds often fill by 10am; jet skis roar into gear shortly thereafter and the tables of the (surprisingly good) restaurants are all taken by noon. To soak up the magic without the crowds, come early, or late in the afternoon. Expect to park remotely and walk in.

TOP TIPS

• There are many more [uncrowded] beaches near Vaï along the east coast.

• Vaï can be magical outside of summer when you can park close to the sand and find your own patch of solitude.

• There is limited bus service from Sitia from May to October.


PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for more information.
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Zakros
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ISOLATED BEAUTY | COUNTRY CHARM | UNTRODDEN BEACHES

Any doubts you have about venturing across Lasithi to Zakros (population 800) will vanish as the stunning views of barren mountains rolling down to the radiant Libyan Sea fill your vision on the twisting roads from the west.

The administrative and commercial hub – such as it is – of southeastern Crete is well known for its excellent olive oil. There are a few small shops, museums and tavernas around Zakros’ main square, but its main sightseeing attraction is the eerily beautiful Zakros Gorge.

One of the trailheads starts right in the village and runs straight down to the beach at idyllic Kato Zakros (Lower Zakros), where a smattering of tavernas and guesthouses dot a horseshoe-shaped bay with a sandy-pebbly beach backed by the ruins of a Minoan-era palace.

Staying overnight in these isolated pockets of peace are balm for the soul. And there are even more appealing beaches (and even a notable cave) nearby.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Archaeological Site in Zakros

2Zakros Gorge

SIGHTS

3Alatsolimni Beach

4Argilos Beach

5Kato Zakros Beach

6Mazida Ammos Beach

7Natural History Museum of Zakros

8Xerokambos

9Zakros Underground Springs Source

SLEEPING

10Katerina Apartments

11Terra Minoika Villas

EATING

12Akrogiali Taverna

13Coffee House

14Cretan Sun Tavern

15Nikos Platanakis

16Nostos

17Taverna Kostas

18Xyloporta




GETTING AROUND

Zakros, the largest town in southeastern Crete, is 45km southeast of Sitia, which is linked by bus. To travel between here and Kato Zakros or Xerokambos, you need your own wheels or a taxi. The roads are not normally busy but they are hilly and curving, making them a challenge for casual cyclists.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Outside of summer, stock up on what you need for a few days when you’re in Zakros village as opening hours across the region become erratic.



At Home in Zakros

Have a coffee, learn about nature

Mornings in Zakros have a charming bustle as white vans double-park in front of the handful of workaday cafes and the drivers pop in for a chat, a snatch of news and a coffee. Settle into a pavement table and fall into the rhythm.

Later, take the short stroll over to the Natural History Museum of Zakros (free), a small space that shines a spotlight on the Unesco Geopark and the local flora, fauna and fossils through modest displays of fossils, minerals and stuffed animals. Pick up info on various park features like the hiking trails.

Before leaving town, stop by one of the two year-round supermarkets for any supplies you’ll want in the coming days.




ZAKROS’ PREHISTORIC ELEPHANTS

Some 8.5 million years ago, a type of primitive elephant, complete with trunk and 1.3m-long tusks, roamed eastern Crete. Fossilised bones of this huge animal dubbed Deinotherium giganteum were unearthed aeons ago near Kato Zakros and other hamlets.

Loosely translated, the name means ‘really huge, terrible beast’ (it stood over 4.5m tall), which raises a fascinating possibility: could eastern Crete’s ancient elephant be the mythical Cyclops? The fossilised skull as displayed at the National History Museum in Iraklio (with copies in Zakros) has a huge hole in the front that we now understand was for the trunk. But maybe the ancients thought it housed one huge eye.

Others say the creature was the inspiration for the Neades, gigantic monsters whose powerful roar was believed to cause earthquakes.



Gorgeous Gorge Hike

From Zakros to Kato Zakros

The beautiful hike through Zakros Gorge, which is also known as the Valley of the Dead because of the Minoan burial caves that honeycomb the canyon cliffs, is easy and doesn’t require any special skills. The trail follows the riverbed, which is dry in the summer but may still run water as late as May. It marks the final segment of the E4 long-distance trail in Crete.

Walking from Zakros to Kato Zakros is popular. You can pick up the trail right in Zakros village or further down at two trailheads off the highway linking the two. For detailed information, stop by the Natural History Museum or the cafe Xyloporta, both in Zakros.

To get to the first trailhead off the highway (Entrance A), turn left at the sign and follow the tarmac for about 500m to a parking area – from here you’ll be in Kato Zakros in about 1½ to two hours.

It’s a bit shorter from Entrance B, about 1km further down. Park by the side of the road. Note that the trailhead is to the left of the bus shelter and not via the dirt track misleadingly indicated by the sign!

Following the dirt track, which is the old road between Zakros and Kato Zakros before the highway was built, keeps you above the canyon (nice views) and has you on the beach in an hour.

Beach Life in Kato Zakros

Choose a taverna, listen to the sea

Whether you reach Kato Zakros by road or hiking the gorge, you’ll find a mostly deserted narrow beach washed by waves rolling into the confined bay. Below expansive hills draped in shades that would cheer a camouflage artist are olive groves that continue an agricultural tradition here that dates back over three millennia.

Experience the distant past at the Archaeological Site in Zakros, then make the big choice between the handful of excellent and appealingly somnolent beachside tavernas. Stick around for a while and rent one of the available rooms.

Ancient Seaside Power Nexus

Explore Minoan Crete’s maritime trading hub

The Archaeological Site in Zakros (odysseus.culture.gr; adult/child €6/3) – the fourth-largest Minoan palace complex after Knossos, Phaestos and Malia – is the most important archaeological site in eastern Crete. It sat next to a harbour and was likely engaged in sea trade with Egypt and the Middle East, as suggested by excavated elephant tusks and oxhide ingots. While the ruins are sparse, the enchanting mountain-and-sea setting a short walk from Kato Zakros beach makes it an attractive site to explore.

In Minoan times, the main palace entrance would have been in the northeastern corner facing the sea, but today’s visitors enter from the south, first passing vestiges of workshops that may have been used to produce pottery and perfume. This path leads to the Central Court, which measures 30m by 12m and was the focal point of the entire palace.

Flanking the western side of the courtyard were two elegant halls, dubbed the Banquet Hall and the Hall of Ceremonies; the bull’s-head rhyton (ceremonial drinking vessel), now a star exhibit at the Heraklion Archaeological Museum, was discovered in the latter. The cluster of small rooms west of the halls includes the archive room, where Linear A record tablets were found, as well as a shrine and a lustral basin. Also here is the treasury, so called because it yielded dozens of imported jars, rhyta and other objects.

On an extended visit, head to the far corner from the entrance where you’ll find the north wing containing the kitchen and an upstairs dining hall – you can still spot the column bases that supported the two-storey building. As in the other palaces, it is believed that the royal apartments were located in the east wing, which was fronted by a portico.

Unlike the other Minoan palaces, the east wing had three water features. The largest is the Cistern Hall, which featured a round basin surrounded by a colonnaded balustrade. Seven steps lead to the floor of the cistern, which may have been a pool or bath. The two wells located just south may have supplied spring water.

EATING AROUND ZAKROS & KATO ZAKROS: OUR PICKS

Nikos Platanakis: Now run by Nikos’ sons, this beachfront taverna uses vegetables from its garden near the Minoan palace. 10am-11pm €

Nostos: Walk to the beach in seconds at this outdoor Kato Zakros family taverna. Besides seafood, the grill is busy all day with lamb. 9am-11pm €

Xyloporta: Community hub in the centre of Zakros. Serves crowd-pleasing pizzas, snacks and Greek classics. Good coffee drinks. 8am-11pm €

Adravasti Taverna: Worth the drive 3km north of Zakros for made-with-love Cretan plates and homemade products for sale. noon-9.30pm €€
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DELVING INTO SITIA GEOPARK

Eastern Crete’s mosaic of muscular mountains and cove-laced coastline has enjoyed UNESCO-protected status as the Sitia Geopark since 2015. The designation covers 517 sq km and has myriad superlatives, such as being the only place in Crete where fossilised Pleistocene mammals (hippos, elephants and deer) have been found.

The geopark is criss-crossed by 20 hiking trails (georoutes) that often follow gorges such as Zakros and Richtis. One, Georoute 14, adds immeasurably to a visit to the date palm forest at Vaï Beach. See the Geopark website (unescositesincrete.gr/en/routes-siteia) for details on the other trails.

Other features highlighted include the more than 170 caves which puncture the mountains, many of which are open for exploration.
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Scan the QR code for more information.




Spelunking Adventure

Journey into a sculptured underworld

Crete’s deepest grotto, the 310m-long Pelekita Cave, can only be reached by foot or boat. From Kato Zakros, a shadeless 3km trail parallels the rocky coast, rewarding your efforts with magnificent views of the sea below and signs of Neolithic habitation within the cave’s rich interior. Enter through its 15m-wide mouth, hardly visible among the crags of Mt Traostalos, then rejoice, marvel or scare yourself silly while descending an often slippery path down into a series of soaring chambers filled with pillars, cascading formations and stalagmites sprouting from fallen rocks. Look for signs of Neolithic habitation within the cave’s rich interior.

Pelekita translates as ‘hewn’ in reference to the material that was quarried here to build the Minoan palace at Kato Zakros. Be sure to bring proper flashlights, sturdy shoes and water.


WATER: NATURE’S ELIXIR

The landscape of Crete’s southeastern tip is as arid as the dark side of the moon until you reach Zakros, a veritable oasis thanks to a steady water supply gurgling forth from natural underground springs. The largest of these, Mesa Mylos, is just west of the village. The water irrigates the extensive groves of olive trees – many centuries old – whose fruit produce fragrant, top-quality olive oil. In fact, the reliable local supply of water has been a vital part of local life going back to the time of the Minoans and their palace in Kota Zakros.

Just in case you want to see where it all, er, springs from, the source is about 200m west of the Natural History Museum.



Serenity in Xerokambos

Magnificent desolation

Just south of the Zakros duopoly and tucked into the far southeastern corner of Crete, Xerokambos is a dream for those looking for a real getaway. There’s little to do in this magical spot but relax in the dunes or at the beach or savour languid meals in the tavernas.

Xerokambos has no real centre: homes, holiday apartments and a smattering of mini-markets and cafes lie scattered about. The big attraction is the pristine beaches, over a dozen in all, strung like pearls across nearly 5km of coastline. Outside of summer, many are footprint-free.

This kind of idyllic refuge has started to draw the sorts of names who count their social media followers in the seven or more digits. If that face in the casual chic cafe looks familiar, it probably is.

The area is best enjoyed on an unhurried visit of many days, which will allow time to compare and contrast the beaches. Among our favourites, Argilos Beach is backed by cliffs rich in mineral-laced clay said to have healing qualities. Residents break off chunks, soften them in the sea and rub the mud into their skin.

Alatsolimni Beach is backed by wetlands that attract salt pan birds which are fun to spot. Mazida Ammos Beach gets lively surf direct from Africa and feels far from the developed world. You could spend a day here listening to the roar of the waves.

Note: the 18km switchback road from Ziros down to the area is one of Crete’s most spectacular.

EATING IN XEROKAMBOS: TOP CHOICES

Cretan Sun Tavern: Bustling taverna beloved by residents and visitors alike for its fresh and excellent Cretan fare; in Xerokambos. 8am-11pm €

Akrogiali Taverna: Friendly spot handy for hearty traditional lunch fare between tanning sessions on the beach across the road. 9.30am-11pm €

Coffee House: Watch the village wake up, or get a takeaway and head to a beach. Excellent baked goods fresh all day. 8am-6pm €

Taverna Kostas: Michalis and his team churn out delectable vegetable dishes, plus charcoal-grilled fish and meat. 9am-midnight €€





Places We Love to Stay

€ Budget €€ Midrange €€€ Top End

Agios Nikolaoshere

Havania € Chic seaside complex 3km north of the centre with a swimming pool and vegetables from the garden.

Hotel Port 7 €€ Beautifully restored hotel in a prime location in a historic building. Some rooms with superb views of the port.

Palazzo Arhontiko €€ Above Kytroplatia Beach, these modern apartments come with old-school accents, a balcony and alfresco breakfast included.

Minos Beach Art Hotel €€€ Waterfront resort where gardens dotted with conversation-sparking art lead to chic white-cube bungalows and villas.

Elounda

Corali Studios & Portobello Apartments € Immaculately kept beachfront units with balconies, blue-painted furniture and a good-sized pool with snack bar. Fab value.

Kalypso Suites Hotel €€ On the main square with smartly renovated rooms, prosecco in the fridge and free treats nightly. It’s barely a walk to nightlife.

Kritsa

Argyro Rooms € Near the bus station, this delightful pension has compact, modern rooms with white furniture and tiled floors.

Kritsa House € Romance rules in this antique-filled lower village apartment with grand mountain views from the balcony. Artful touches throughout.

Lasithi Plateauhere

Vasilikata € Ten sensitively restored stone houses furnished with warmth and comfort right in Agios Konstantinos. Fireplaces for cold nights.

Argoulias € Above Tzermiado, these apartments sport traditional decor and sweeping views across the plateau.

Ierapetrahere

El Greco Boutique Hotel €€ Local character meets international standards and a generous breakfast at this family-run waterfront charmer.

Coral Boutique Hotel €€ Great find in plain sight on the waterfront right in the heart of town. Close to nightlife. Comfy rooms, some with views.

Myrtos

Villa Mertiza € Stylish and good-sized studios come with comfy beds and a flower-filled garden for relaxing and for meeting fellow guests.

Big Blue Apartments €€ Modern amenities meet traditional Greek design in these breezy sea-facing and self-catering studios with private decks close to the beach.

Sitiahere

Hotel Elysee € Enjoy sea views from your balcony at this city hotel on the central promenade right near the town’s famous nightlife. Simple and comfortable.

Nereids Apartments €€ Family-geared bungalow complex with jasmine-scented garden and a stylish lounge bar across from the beach. South of the centre.

Mohlos

Petra Nova Villas €€ Bi-level stone villas with plenty of privacy, a chic interior and a patio with serene sea views back above town.

Mochlos Mare €€ Spacious apartments with patio and lovely hosts in a sugar-white building accented with coral-pink bougainvillea a short walk from town.

Palekastro

Elia Studios € Great beach views from your balconied room in a quiet garden setting with a big pool and barbecue facilities.

Esperides Stone Houses €€ Stone retreat decorated with traditional Cretan flair and terraces with a view of Kouremenos beach. Sleep to the sound of the surf.

Zakros & Kato Zakroshere

Katerina Apartments € Charming stone-built studios with family-style hominess in a hillside garden setting not far from the palace and the beach.

Terra Minoika Villas €€ Spacious and arty cube houses with chic rustic furniture and balconies with widescreen nature views. Just up the hill from the beach.

Xerokambos

Akti Rooms € Compact self-catering apartment complex with balconies overlooking wild Mazida Ammos Beach. Great for long walks and solitude.

Lithos Traditional Guest Houses €€€ Gorgeously appointed stone houses with a helpful owner and fridges stocked with cold drinks, including organic wine. Broad views.







TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Crete. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Crete and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Nikos Kazantzakis Heraklion International Airport (HER), 5km east of Iraklio, is Crete’s primary point of entry. Chania Airport Ioannis Daskalogiannis (CHQ), 14km east of town, is also popular. Small Sitia Airport (JSH) handles a few domestic and charter flights. Crete’s main ferry ports with boats to the Dodecanese islands and Piraeus are Iraklio, Sitia, Souda (near Hania) and Rethymno.
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Visas

Visitors from the UK, Canada, New Zealand, the US and Australia are among nationalities that can stay for up to 90 days in any six-month period without a visa until the new ETIAS scheme debuts.




ETIAS

Sometime in 2025, the EU hopes to debut a new e-visa scheme called ETIAS that will cover the 60 nationalities that currently don't need visas to visit. See the complex details at travel-europe.europa.eu.




ATMs

ATMs are found at airports, ferry ports and banks throughout cities and towns. Debit cards are widely accepted; Visa and Mastercard are accepted in cities and tourist centres, though cash is often preferred.




Duty-free

Allowances for over 17s arriving from non-EU countries: 200 cigarettes or 50 cigars or 250g of tobacco; 1L spirits over 22% volume or 2L under 22% volume; 4L wine; 16L beer; other goods up to the value of €430 (€150 for under 15s).



Public Transport from airports to city centre
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ANTIQUITIES

Under Greek law, it is strictly forbidden to collect, acquire and export antiquities without special permits issued by the Hellenic Ministry of Culture/General Directorate of Antiquities and Cultural Heritage (gda@culture.gr). Severe smuggling penalties might be incurred. Don't even think about picking up as much as a shard when traipsing around Crete's archaeological sites. Apart from the legalities, you might risk raising Zeus' ire!







Getting Around

Although Crete has an extensive bus network serving major population centres, you'll need a car to explore most regions, especially in the mountains. Ferries serve the south coast of Hania province.



TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
From €30/day

Petrol/gasoline
Approx €2/L

Taxi, Hania to Samaria Gorge
Approx €100

Bus ticket, Iraklio to Agios Nikolaos
€8



Hiring a Car

Most rental cars are manual; automatic cars are rare and should be booked ahead. The big international companies have branches at the airports and in bigger towns, but local operators may have better rates. Check if your insurance includes driving on unsurfaced roads.

Road Conditions

Roads are in somewhat good condition. In most areas, even away from main highways, they are mostly paved but often narrow and winding, and may lack guardrails. In remote and rural areas, however, quite a few roads are unpaved and only suitable for high-clearance or 4WD vehicles. Some of the best beaches are only reached by very rough tracks.

ROAD HAZARDS

The main danger is the local driving culture. Road rules are routinely ignored and there is barely any police presence. Expect to be tailgated, honked at and aggressively and illegally overtaken if you move too slowly. Overtaking on bends is common. Other hazards include bad road conditions, fallen rocks and herds of goats.


TIP

Download mapping data to your app in advance as phone signals vanish in rural Crete, especially when you're lost.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Speed limit is 50km/h in built-up areas, 90km/h on secondary roads and 120km/h on parts of the E75 highway

Blood alcohol limit is 0.5g/L




Road Rules

Driving is on the right side of the road and passing only on the left. On highways, slower drivers are expected to straddle the narrow service lane and let faster traffic pass. At roundabouts, you must give way to drivers coming onto the roundabout to your right.




Buses

Buses are the only form of public transport and link the main population centres. Service is widespread in summer between major towns but much reduced between October and March, and nonexistent to many villages and beaches. Timetables: e-ktel.com (western Crete); ktelherlas.gr (central and eastern Crete).




Taxis

Taxis are widely available except in remote villages. Larger towns have taxi stands that post a list of fixed prices to outlying destinations, which removes anxiety about overcharging. Rural taxis may not have meters, so you should always settle on a price before setting off.









Money

CURRENCY: EURO (€)

[image: jpg]

by-studio/Shutterstock ©

Credit & Debit Cards


Big resorts and hotels, plus upmarket shops and restaurants, accept credit and debit cards, but family-owned properties, village tavernas and small shops almost never do. Mastercard and Visa are most widely accepted.

Cash


Cash is king, especially outside the cities, so always carry plenty with you. ATMs at banks are found in cities and towns.

Taxes & Refunds

Visitors with a permanent residence outside the EU are eligible to claim back the VAT (24%) on goods. The minimum purchase amount is €50. For each qualifying purchase, you will receive a Tax Free Form in the shop, which must be stamped by a Customs official in the airport when leaving the country.

Tipping

Hotels Tip porters €1 per bag and housekeepers €1 per night.

Restaurants Even if a service charge is included, a small tip is customary for good service. Round up the bill or tip 10%, always in cash.

Taxis Not expected but rounding up to the nearest euro is a welcome gesture.


HOW MUCH FOR...

Beach lounger & umbrella
€12/day

Bus ticket from Iraklio to Hania
€15

Single dive with equipment rental
€60

Heraklion Archaeological Museum adult ticket
€12



HOW TO… Save Some Euros

Crete is not an expensive holiday destination and it’s easy to stretch your euros even further. Use public transport wherever you can, shop at farmers’ markets, bring your own towel and umbrella to the beach instead of renting a sunlounger, and fill up on gyros or mezedhes at the local taverna. Students get discounted admission at nearly all museums and sights.


PAYING THE BILL

In a restaurant, you must ask for the bill which – in traditional places – arrives with complimentary fruit or sweets or a shot of liquor. In some tavernas, especially in remote areas, the bill might simply be a piece of paper with nothing but a scribbled total. For your own protection, you might ask for an itemised bill. Unfortunately, bill-padding and overcharging does happen in touristy areas, so always pay attention while dining out. Watch out for the unordered drinks that turn out not to be complimentary.




BARGAINING

Gentle bargaining is acceptable in flea markets and other markets, but elsewhere you are always expected to pay the stated price.









Accommodation

Hotels

Crete has some of the best resort hotels in Greece, including elite spa hotels, and some with private pools. Midrange properties in every city and town can be central and offer remarkable value. There’s a growing number of boutique-style hotels, especially in Hania and Rethymno, in superbly restored Venetian mansions or historic buildings.
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Apartment & Villa Rentals

Renting a studio, apartment or villa is great for space-cravers, families, small groups and privacy-seekers. Naturally, furnishings and decor vary widely, from traditional to modern-minimalist, but all are invariably clean and often in lovely locales. Cooking facilities range from kitchenettes with a microwave, kettle and a fridge to fully furnished kitchens with stove top and oven.

Go Rural

Rural tourism is booming in Crete. Traditional guesthouses, villas and apartments in tranquil villages away from the coastal hubbub are sometimes attached to organic farms, allowing you to participate in seasonal activities, such as sheep shearing, raki distilling, olive harvesting, grape crushing or cheesemaking. Some owners also give cooking courses. The Hellenic Agrotourism Federation (agroxenia.org) lists many options throughout Crete.

Stay with Locals

In the countryside where hotels are scarce, locals often rent rooms, studios or small apartments. These used to be located right in the family home, but these days are more likely purpose-built appendages right next to it. Most are only open April to October. Standards of cleanliness are generally high and prices low. Many are listed on Airbnb or on sites like booking.com. Also look for signs saying ‘Rent Rooms' or similar.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a five-star resort
from €180

a private apartment rental
from €45

a hostel dorm
from €15




Budget Sleeps

Hostels on Crete are found in busier tourist areas and include budget-hotel amenities that may include private air-conditioned rooms with balconies, ensuite baths, shared kitchens, common social areas, roof decks, beach shuttles, parking and even swimming pools. All are well-run and sociable places.
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CAMP OUT

Crete’s campgrounds are privately run and range from sun-baked dirt patches to tree-shaded, resort-style grounds with pools, shops, tavernas and wi-fi. Some also rent out caravans, tents and bungalows. The core season runs from May to October, although a few remain open year-round. The Panhellenic Camping Association (greececamping.gr) lists its member sites, their facilities and opening months. It’s a good idea to have a foam pad to lie on, a waterproof cover for your sleeping bag and insect repellent. Camping outside a proper campsite (eg on the beach) is not allowed.







Family Travel

While Crete doesn’t cater to kids the way that some destinations do, children will be welcomed and included wherever you go. Greeks generally make a fuss over children, who may find themselves receiving many gifts and treats. Teach them some Greek words and they’ll feel even more appreciated.


Eating Out

Kids are welcome just about everywhere and most restaurants are happy to serve smaller portions for children. Ordering lots of mezedhes (appetisers) lets little ones sample the local food and find their culinary favourites. High chairs are rare, though, so consider bringing a deflatable booster seat or a cloth one that attaches to the back of a chair.


Getting Around

Seatbelts must be worn in front and back seats. Children under 11 or less than 1.35m tall must sit in a child restraint in the back. If hiring a car, check for agencies that have child seats available and fit the seats yourself.



Keep in Mind

Nappy-changing facilities are extremely rare. Bring a portable mat and hand sanitiser.

Cretans are quite relaxed about breastfeeding in public. Formula, fresh milk and heat-treated milk are widely available in supermarkets.

Stroller-unfriendly cobbled streets and steep hills are ubiquitous, so bring a baby sling or backpack. Most of Crete’s top activities require a lot of clambering.


Discounts

Most fun places in nature such as beaches, caves and hiking trails are free. Admission to Knossos and other ancient sites and museums is free or half price for anyone under 18 (bring ID if your age is not obvious).




KID-GEARED PICKS

Acqua Plus

Keep tempers cool at Crete's biggest, most popular water park.

Cretaquarium

A fun introduction to the Mediterranean underwater world.

Dikteon Cave

Connect with ancient mythology while descending into the spooky cave where Zeus might have been born.

Agia Marina Donkey Sanctuary

Make friends with adorable rescued donkeys.

Kirkór

Devour bougatsa, a yummy custard-filled pastry.

For even more ideas, see here and here.



MAGIC OF MYTHOLOGY

The very concept of learning about history may sound the death knell of interest for young ones – never mind teens. But Crete’s past is steeped in mythology with tales of goddesses, monsters, heroes and crazy creatures like the Minotaur firing the imagination. Start by reading A Child’s Introduction to Greek Mythology. In Iraklio, take the kids to the Heraklion Archaeological Museum, which has free brochures which bring famous artefacts to life for kids. With the imagination now on fire, a trip to Knossos (pictured) will feel like a 3D detective story (child-geared private tours available).
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Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

Comprehensive travel insurance to cover theft, loss and medical problems is not compulsory but highly recommended. Some policies specifically exclude dangerous activities such as diving, motorcycling and even trekking; read the fine print. EU travellers in possession of the European Health Insurance Card (often issued in conjunction with the national health card) are entitled to free emergency medical treatment.
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Dangers

Probably the biggest danger travelling in Crete is heat stroke – remember, Crete is blessed with a regular breeze, so it’s easy to become overexposed to the sun without realising it. Be careful, too, at isolated beaches and coves that may have powerful offshore currents. If travelling with kids, be mindful at ancient sites without safety fences.

Cretan Winds

Fierce wind is a force you might have to reckon with on Crete, especially from May to September when the meltemi, a dry northerly wind, can blow for days on end. Churning waves can be a problem on the north coast, while on the southern beaches you might be pummelled by airborne sand.


WOMEN TRAVELLERS

Crete is safe for women to explore, even for solo travellers. Going alone to cafes and restaurants is perfectly acceptable.



SWIM SAFELY
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Red flag Danger, no swimming allowed
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Yellow flag Swim with caution
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White flag Calm, safe to swim

Cannabis

Greek drug laws are among the strictest in Europe. Recreational cannabis is illegal, although the Greek government legalised the use of medical marijuana with tightly controlled prescriptions from Greek doctors. It lifted the ban on growing it (again only for medical purposes) a year later. Getting caught possessing or consuming weed is likely to lead to fines and/or imprisonment.


TOURIST POLICE

The tourist police work in cooperation with the regular Greek police and are found in cities and popular tourist destinations. Each tourist police office has at least one member of staff who speaks English. If you have a complaint about hotels, restaurants, taxis, guides and other tourist businesses, report it to the tourist police (phone 171) and they will investigate.









Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Cretans are not big breakfast eaters, with many opting for a coffee and a pastry from the bakery. Lunch is an important meal, especially on Sundays, but generally doesn’t start before 2pm. Dinner is eaten late, and restaurants often don’t fill until 10pm. If you find it hard to adapt, just order a drink and some mezedhes in a taverna any time.



Where to Eat


Kafeneio Coffee house and cultural institution.

Mayirio Restaurant specialising in mayirefta, ready-cooked homestyle one-pot stews, casseroles and baked dishes.

Mezedhopoleio & ouzerie Serves lots of different mezedhes (shared small dishes).

Rakadhiko Offers increasingly sophisticated mezedhes with each round of raki. Particularly popular in Rethymno.

Taverna Common, casual, family-run place. They usually have barrel wine, paper tablecloths and traditional menus. Specialist variations: psarotaverna (fish and seafood), and hasapotaverna or psistaria (chargrilled or spit-roasted meat).

Zaharoplasteio Cross between a patisserie and a cafe.

[image: jpg]

Rawf8/Shutterstock ©

[image: jpg]

New Africa/Shutterstock ©

[image: jpg]

Zahra22/Shutterstock ©


MENU DECODER

Cover Small compulsory charge (usually €1 or €2) for bread and butter.

Mezes or Mezedhes Hot or cold small plates such as tzatziki (yoghurt with grated cucumber and garlic), saganaki (fried cheese), dolmadhes (stuffed vine leaves) and dakos (tomato-topped rusks), eaten as an appetiser and meant to be shared.

Salads May include grilled vegetables or boiled mountain herbs in addition to crisp classics such as Greek salad (horiatiki).

From the grill Grilled meats including souvlaki (pork skewer) or lamb chops.

Traditional Greek dishes Typically mayirefta (ready-cooked meals) such as mousakas, stifadho (stew) and pastitsio (baked pasta).

Fish Ideally the catch of the day, sold by weight, grilled and served whole.

Pasta May feature classics such as spaghetti bolognese as well as local variations like lazania.



HOW TO… How to Dine Out

It bears repeating, dinner is enjoyed late. Think 10pm. If 8pm is late where you come from, it’s when waiters are still folding napkins for the night in Crete.

While booking a table for dinner is not mandatory, it’s de facto mandatory at popular eateries in summer. That ocean of terrace tables may seem endlessly accommodating, but come 10pm, every one will be filled and there will be people milling around waiting.

If a taverna has lots of empty tables at 10pm when other places are full, that’s a clue that a) it’s not that good, and/or b) it’s surrendered to the early-eating tourist market.

When in doubt about whether to book or not book, go by the restaurant or taverna the day before or at lunch and ask about reserving a table. You’ll always make a good impression on the host.

Families pack tavernas for Sunday lunch.



HOW MUCH FOR...

Greek salad
€5–7

Bougatsa
€4

Frappe
€2.50

Souvlaki
€1.50 per stick

Glass of house wine
€2.50

Lunch at a taverna
€8–15

Glass of beer (0.5L)
€4–5

Three-course dinner at upscale restaurant
from €50 with wine



HOW TO… How to Eat like a Local

Try to adapt to local eating times – a restaurant that was empty at 7pm might be heaving with locals at 10pm.

Book for upmarket restaurants, but reservations are unnecessary in most tavernas.

In tavernas, it’s fine to browse the mayirefta behind the counter or in the kitchen (if invited) before ordering.

Taverna dress code is casual, but in high-end restaurants dress nicely.

There is a small charge for bread and nibbles served on arrival.

Often you will be served complimentary fruit or dessert and/or raki at the end of a meal, usually after asking for the bill.

Dining is a drawn-out ritual; if you eat with locals, pace yourself, as there will be plenty more to come.

To split the bill, it’s best to work it out among your group rather than asking staff to do it.

Cretans are generous hosts. Don’t refuse a coffee or drink – it’s a gesture of hospitality and goodwill.

If you’re invited out, the host normally pays.

Smoking is banned in enclosed public spaces, including restaurants and cafes, but you’ll see plenty of Cretans flouting the law. Smoking on terraces is permitted.
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Tipping

Tipping is not mandatory, but Greeks usually round up the bill or add around 10% for good service.




CRETAN WINE & RAKI

Wine Crete has three wine-producing areas. The largest is Iraklio Wine Country, which makes about 70% of Cretan wine. It produces mostly Kotsifali, Mandilari and Vilana grapes in two centres: one around Peza/Arhanes south of Iraklio and the other around Dafnes, a bit further west. The smallest wine region is east of here in Lasithi, where vineyards cluster primarily around Sitia and specialise in Liatiko grapes. In western Crete, the main grape-growing region is west of Hania, where the main varietal cultivated is Romeiko.

Raki Also known as tsikoudia, raki is the Cretan pomace brandy and an integral part of local culture. A shot of the fiery brew is offered as a welcome, at the end of a meal and pretty much at any time and on all occasions. It is distilled from grape stems and pips left over from the grapes pressed for wine. Each October, the raki distilling season starts, with distilleries and private stills around the island producing massive quantities. Expect lots of drinking and feasting, and if you pass a village distilling raki you may well get an invitation.

Good raki has a smooth mellow taste with no noticeable after-burn and shouldn’t cause a hangover. It does not incorporate herbs and is drunk neat. Family-owned distilleries bottle the potent brew in plastic water bottles, sold in groceries, tavernas or by the roadside. In winter, look for warm rakomelo – heated raki with honey and cloves.

Ouzo The famous Greek aniseed spirit has a limited following in Crete.









Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling; Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint, which will mainly come from air travel. While there often isn’t an alternative, travellers can look to minimise the number of flights they take, opt for newer aircrafts and use cleaner ground transport, such as trains. One proposed solution—purchasing carbon offsets—unfortunately does not cancel out the impact of individual flights. While most destinations will depend on air travel for the foreseeable future, for now, pursuing ground-based travel where possible is the best course of action.

 

The UN Carbon Offset Calculator shows how flying impacts a household’s emissions
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The ICAO’s carbon emissions calculator allows visitors to analyse the CO2 generated by point-to-point journeys
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Crowd-free Alternatives

Trade the busy blockbuster sights and beaches for lesser-known but no less appealing alternatives. Skip Vaï for other pristine east-coast beaches. Trek down the Imbros Gorge instead of Samaria. Explore remote Pelekita Cave instead of Dikteon.

Marketeering

Buy Crete's seasonal fruit and veg along with artisanal products direct from the farmers. Great sources include the markets of Iraklio, Agios Nikolaos, Mires, Rethymno and Hania.
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Donkey Farm

Meet, feed and pet the rescued donkeys who get to spend the rest of their lives in peace and comfort at the Agia Marina Donkey Sanctuary near Matala.

Ecostays

Slow down by staying at such eco-cred stars as solar-powered Aspros Potamos (asprospotamos.gr) near Ierapetra, Kahimis Farm (kamihisfarm.gr) in Zaros, where candles and oil lamps light up rooms, and the upscale pioneering Milia Mountain Retreat (milia.gr) near Vlatos.

Traditional Village Life

Get a better understanding of Cretan rural traditions and customs at the engaging Lychnostatis Open Air Museum near Hersonisos. It offers hands-on weaving workshops, ceramics and plant-dying demonstrations and more.

Protect the Turtles

Volunteer with the Sea Turtle Protection Society of Greece (archelon.gr) to help them monitor the endangered loggerhead turtles that nest on beaches in Hania, Rethymno and Kommos.


Tourism and agriculture are putting a huge strain on Crete's dwindling water supplies. Experts are issuing warnings. Meanwhile, climate change and reduced rainfall has caused the fire season to extend from April to November.




Locals reveal the secrets of traditional Cretan cuisine, including how to make kalitsouni pastries, gyros and Cretan brunch, during hands-on cooking workshops in Chania (soulcookingworkshops.com).




Farmer for the Day

Go local on working farms that also welcome visitors. Scattered throughout Crete, they offer an immersion in pre-industrial life through a slew of traditional agricultural activities. Check out Agreco Farm, Enagron and Dalabelos Estate.

Classic Pottery

Gain respect for the Cretan tradition of pottery-making that goes back to Minoan times. In Thrapsano near Iraklio, you can visit workshops that still make giant clay pots by hand. Near Rethymno, tiny Margarites is another pottery hub with more than 20 stores and studios.

Handmade Treats

People who keep time-tested traditions alive are becoming a rarity. Seek out ‘heroes of the handmade' like Yiorgos Hatziparaskos, one of Greece’s last filo masters in Rethymno; and herbalist Botano in Listaros.


Ditch the car and hop on Crete's comfortable, air-conditioned buses whenever possible.




Visit Vamos, Kapetaniana or Anatoli to see how dying villages have been brought back to life.




RESOURCES
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discoveronfoot.com Publishes an excellent line of guides to exploring Crete on foot, leads tours and provides a wealth of free resources.
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ecotourscrete.gr Local tour operator specialises in ecotourism.
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eepf.gr Website of the Hellenic Society for the Protection of Nature.




Green Power

Crete's first wind farm was installed near Sitia in 1993. Today, about a quarter of the total energy collected on the island comes from renewable sources, with 200 megawatts produced by wind farms and 100 megawatts from solar parks.
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Compared to Athens and Mykonos, Crete doesn't have much of an open LGBTIQ+ scene. Which doesn't mean you can’t have a great time, especially in Iraklio, Hersonisos and Hania. In fact, according to the advocacy group ILGA-Europe, Greece has made significant strides in improving LGBTIQ+ rights. In 2024, same-sex marriage was legalised. People shouldn't be worried about being accepted across Crete.
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Party Time

Iraklio, Hersonisos and, to some extent, Hania have the biggest gay-friendly party scenes on Crete, although there are no exclusive gay bars and clubs as such. Case in point, YOLO in Hersonisos, which has a solid reputation for being a gay hangout but welcomes the entire spectrum of persuasions. For day-to-night mingling, try New York Beach Club, also in Hersonisos. In Iraklio, La Brasserie is the top meeting spot for the community, while in Hania Ababa Bar is a trendy spot with a steamy Latin vibe.


A GOOD NIGHT'S SLEEP

For leads on gay-friendly hotels, check travelbyinterest.com. For private stays with gay hosts, MisterB&B (misterbandb.com) lists quite a few options, with useful and updated localised information.



BEACH TIME

Although there are no designated queer beaches in Crete, quite a few are popular strands for making new friends. Probably the gayest beach is clothing-optional Sarandaris in Hersonisos. Other queer-friendly picture-perfect spots are Kommos near Matala, Macherida and Kavros near Hania, palm-studded Vaï in the northeast and the beaches west of Tertsa.


Traditional Mindset

The church still plays a prominent role in shaping Cretans’ views and homosexuality is frowned upon by some older, rural residents. Overall, though, acceptance has increased greatly in recent years.



LGBTIQ+ IN GREEK MYTHOLOGY

Greek mythology is rife with stories of same-sex relationships. In fact, the concept of fixed sexual orientation seems not to have existed, and sexual freedoms flourished more than in many places today. Hercules dressed as a woman, Patroclus was Achilles’ young lover, the goddess Artemis was linked to Athena, Apollo had many male lovers, most tragically the mortal Hyacinthus, and Hermaphroditus was the two-sexed child of Aphrodite and Hermes.


Blogs & Other Resources

Nomadic Boys (nomadicboys.com/crete-gay-guide)

Travel Gay (travelgay.com/destination/gay-greece/gay-crete)

Spartacus International Gay Guide (spartacus.gayguide.travel)









Accessible Travel

If mobility is a problem, visiting Crete will present serious challenges. Most hotels, museums and sights are not wheelchair-accessible, and narrow streets, steep curbs and parked cars make getting around difficult. People who have visual or hearing impairments are rarely catered to. Assume nothing.


Beachtime

Cretan beaches suited for the mobility impaired include Plaka, north of Agios Nikolaos; the city beaches in Sitia and Ierapetra; and Platanias and Agioi Apostoli near Hania. See completely-crete.com/accessible-beaches.html for more options.


Airports

The airports in Iraklio and Hania have fairly adequate accessible-travel infrastructure, including lifts, ramps, accessible toilets, disabled parking and special waiting areas. For assistance getting to and from the plane, contact the airline directly.




Accommodation

New hotels and apartments are required by EU law to be accessible by installing lifts and rooms with extra-wide doors and accessible bathrooms. Large resorts are usually your best bet. Guide dogs are accepted everywhere.




RESOURCES

Limitless Travel (limitlesstravel.org/disabled-holidays/crete) UK-based travel operators offering assisted holiday packages on Crete.

Disabled Accessible Travel (disabledaccessibletravel.com) Offers assisted tours of Knossos, Hania, Rethymno and other popular destinations.

Best Crete Transfer (bestcretetransfer.com) and B&S Luxurious Tours & Transfers (crete-taxi-service.com) Provide wheelchair-accessible taxi transfers and private tours.



DISCOUNTS

People with disabilities qualify for free or discounted admission at most museums and sights as well as discounted tickets on public buses (if you manage to get on, that is).

Crete's Buses

Getting around Crete by public transport is tough going for the mobility-impaired as buses have high steps and are not equipped with lifts.

Sights & Tours

Top sights like the Heraklion Archaeological Museum and the Historical Museum of Crete have ramps, lifts, accessible toilets and free wheelchairs.

 

ON-THE-GROUND HELP

Eria Travel (eria-travel.gr) is a Hania-based travel agency that provides services for people with special needs, including touring and medical equipment rentals, and medical services. It also operates the Eria Resort in Maleme, which is designed for disabled travellers.


With its cobbled historic centres and hilltop rural villages, much of Crete can be a challenge to navigate for wheelchair users and the mobility-impaired. Of the larger cities, Rethymno and Hania are easier to get around than others, like Agios Nikolaos with its many stairs.









Cretans Being Cretans

Crete may seem fully part of modern Greece and at times utterly awash in international visitors, but its essential character is still everywhere when you know where to look. Here are some of the ways to discern the Cretans being Cretans as you tour the island.


Hospitality & Tourism

The Cretan people have a well-justified reputation for hospitality and for treating strangers as honoured guests. They pride themselves on their filotimo (dignity and sense of honour) and filoxenia (hospitality, welcome, shelter). In a cafe or taverna it is customary for people to treat another group of friends or strangers to a round of drinks (however, be mindful that it is not the done thing to treat them straight back – in theory, you will do the honours another time). Obviously, this ingrained tradition makes them excellent cafe and taverna owners.

What? Me Worry?

You can still see men – usually the older generations, and usually in the villages – stroking, fiddling and masterfully playing with the de-stressing worry beads called komboloï. An amalgam of the words kombos (knot) and leo (to say), komboloïa (plural) may look like prayer beads, but they have no religious purpose and are only used for fun and relaxation. There just seems to be something soothing about flicking and flipping those beads – some people also use them to help them stop smoking.

Komboloïa were traditionally made from amber, but coral, handmade beads, semi-precious stones and synthetic resin are also widely used. Cheap plastic versions abound. For quality examples and custom-made options, try the ironically named Workshop Worry in Rethymno.

Bang

Cretans have a reputation for their fierce fighting ability (they have battled with invaders for centuries, after all) and for having Greece’s most notable gun culture. Estimates have indicated that one in two Cretans owns a gun, while others suggest there could be over one million weapons in Crete – more than the island’s population.

At Cretan weddings and celebrations, volleys of gunshots occasionally punctuate events. Some musicians refuse to play in certain areas unless they get an assurance that there won’t be any guns. Today, road signs riddled with bullet holes are the first inkling that you are entering the mountain country that was historically a stronghold for Crete’s resistance fighters, particularly around Sfakia in Hania and Mylopotamos province in Rethymno.
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WOMEN WORK WHILE MEN PLAY...

Men love to give the impression that they rule the roost and take a front seat in public life, but it’s often the women who run the show, both at home and in family businesses. In villages, men and women still tend to occupy different spheres. When not tending livestock or olive trees, Cretan men can usually be found in a kafeneio (coffee house), playing tavli (Greek backgammon), gossiping and drinking coffee or raki. Meanwhile, women are doing all the rest of the work.







Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Opening hours vary throughout the year and between cities and rural areas. The following are high-season opening hours (July and August); hours are more limited in the shoulder seasons, and some places shut down completely during low season.


Banks 8am–2.30pm Monday to Thursday, 8am–2pm Friday

Bars & clubs bars 8pm–late; clubs 10pm–late

Cafes 9am–midnight

Post offices 7.30am–3pm Monday to Friday, 7.30am–2pm Saturday (urban)

Restaurants noon–4pm and 7–11pm, many tavernas all day

Shops 9am–3pm Monday to Saturday, and 5.30–8.30pm or 9pm Tuesday, Thursday and Friday; all day in city centres and resorts

Smoking

Smoking is prohibited in all enclosed public spaces including restaurants and bars.


Weights & Measures

Greece uses the metric system. Decimals are indicated by commas, thousands by points.

Water

Tap water is safe to drink.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone
GMT/UTC in winter, GMT/UTC +1 hour in summer

Country code
+30

Ambulance/Fire
166/199

Population
630,000



PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

All banks, post offices, public services, museums and ancient sites close on public holidays. Small shops, especially in tourist towns, may be open. Greek national public holidays observed in Crete:

Epiphany 6 January

First Sunday in Lent February

Greek Independence Day 25 March

(Orthodox) Easter April/May

May Day (Protomagia) 1 May

Whit Monday (Agiou Pnevmatos) 50 days after Easter Sunday

Feast of the Assumption 15 August

Ohi Day 28 October

Electricity 230V/50Hz
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Language

With just a little Modern Greek under your belt, you’ll have a richer understanding of this language’s impact on contemporary Western culture; and even if you learn only the very basics, your travel experience will be the better for it.


Basics

Hello. Γειά σας. ya·sas (polite) Γειά σου. ya·su (informal)

Good morning. Καλημέρα. ka·li·me·ra

Good evening. Καλησπέρα. ka·li·spe·ra

Goodbye. Αντίο. an·di·o

Yes./No. Ναι./Οχι. ne/o·hi

Please. Παρακαλώ. pa·ra·ka·lo

Thank you. Ευχαριστώ. ef·ha·ri·sto

Sorry. Συγγνώμη. si·gh·no·mi

My name is … Με λένε … me le·ne …

Do you speak English? Μιλάτε αγγλικά? mi·la·te an·gli·ka

I (don’t) understand.

(Δεν) καταλαβαίνω. (dhen) ka·ta·la·ve·no

Directions

Where is …? Πού είναι …? pu i·ne …

What’s the address? Ποια είναι η διεύθυνση pia i·ne i dhi·ef·thin·si

Can you show me (on the map)? Μπορείς να μου δείξεις? (στο χάρτη) bo·ris na mu dhik·sis (sto·kar·ti)

Signs

ΕΙΣΟΔΟΣ Entry

ΕΞΟΔΟΣ Exit

ΠΛΗΡΟΦΟΡΙΕΣ Information

ΑΝΟΙΧΤΟ Open

ΚΛΕΙΣΤΟ Closed

ΓΥΝΑΙΚΩΝ Toilets (Women)

ΑΝΔΡΩΝ Toilets (Men)

Time

What time is it? Τι ώρα είναι? ti o·ra i·ne

It’s (2 o’clock). Είναι (δύο η ώρα). i·ne (dhi·o i o·ra)

It’s half past (10). (Δέκα) και μισή. (dhe·ka) ke mi·si

today σήμερα si·me·ra

tomorrow αύριο av·ri·o

yesterday χθες hthes

morning πρωί pro·i

(this) afternoon (αυτό το) απόγευμα (af·to to) a·po·yev·ma

evening βράδυ vra·dhi

Emergencies

Help! Βοήθεια! vo·i·thya

Go away! Φύγε! fi·ye

I’m lost. Εχω χαθεί. e·kho kha·thi

There’s been an accident. Εγινε ατύχημα. e·yi·ne a·ti·hi·ma

I’m ill. Είμαι άρρωστος. i·me a·ro·stos (m) Είμαι άρρωστη. i·me a·ro·st (f)

I’m allergic to (antibiotics). Είμαι αλλεργικός/αλλεργική (στα αντιβιωτικά). i·me a·ler·yi·kos/a·ler·yi·ki (sta an·di·vi·o·ti·ka) (m/f)

Eating & Drinking

What would you recommend? Τι θα συνιστούσες? ti tha si·ni·stu·ses

That was delicious! Ηταν νοστιμότατο! i·tan no·sti·mo·ta·to

Cheers! Εις υγείαν! is i·yi·an


NUMBERS

1

ένα e·na

2

δύο dhi·o

3

τρία tri·a

4

τέσσερα te·se·ra

5

πέντε pen·de

6

έξη e·xi

7

επτά ep·ta

8

οχτώ o·hto

9

εννέα e·ne·a

10

δέκα dhe·ka




DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

anarchy, astronomy, cosmos, democracy, drama, logic, politics …




SOUNDS

The pronunciation of Greek is easy to master, as most of the sounds correspond to those found in English.

Reading & Writing

The Greek writing system was simplified in 1982, when the old stress symbols and aspiration marks (ie an accent indicating that a sound is pronounced with a puff of air before it) were abolished.

Genders

Adjectives in Greek normally come before the noun, just like in English. They take different endings to agree with the noun they qualify – masculine, feminine or neutral.


Going to the Beach

Where’s the … Πού είναι η … pu i·ne i … beach? παραλία? pa·ra·li·a

best καλύτερη ka·li·te·ri

nearest κοντινότερη ko·di·no·te·ri

public δημόσια thi·mo·si·a

Where’s the nudist beach? Πού είναι η πλαζ γυμνιστών?

pu i·ne i plaz yim·ni·ston

Do we have to pay? Πρέπει να πληρώσουμε?

pre·pi na pli·ro·su·me

What time is high/low tide? Τι ώρα είναι η παλίρροια υψηλή/άμπωτις?

 ti o·ra i·ne i pa·li·ri·a i·psi·li/a·bo·tis

Is it safe to dive/swim here? Είναι ασφαλές να κάvω βουτιές/κολυμπήσω εδώ; 

i·ne as·fa·les na ka·no vu·ti·es/

ko·li·bi·so e·tho



WHO SPEAKS GREEK?

Greek is the official language of Greece and a co-official language of Cyprus, in addition to being spoken by emigrant communities in Turkey, Australia, Canada, Germany and the United States. In total, there are over 13 million Greek speakers worldwide.
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A HISTORY OF CRETE IN
15 PLACES

Crete’s natural beauty is equalled only by the richness of its history. Catapulted into the history books by the Minoans, it has been coveted and occupied by consecutive invaders ever since. Rebelliousness is therefore a distinct part of the Cretan DNA. Today’s Crete is a tantalising amalgam of tradition and modernity.


CRETE’S OFTEN TURBULENT recorded history can be traced in the island’s ancient palaces and Roman cities, frescoed Byzantine churches, Venetian fortresses and Ottoman mosques. It was the Minoans, Europe’s first advanced civilisation, that first carved out Crete’s prominent place in the history books some 4000 years ago at a time when other Europeans were still huddled in primitive huts. Recent excavations, though, have provided proof that humans have actually inhabited the island for at least the past 130,000 years.

Thanks to its strategic location at the crossroads of three continents, Crete became catnip for waves of invaders, from the Mycenaeans, Dorians and Romans to the Saracens, Venetians, Ottomans and finally Nazi Germans. Centuries of battling foreign occupiers have left Cretans with a fiercely independent streak, residual mistrust of authority and little respect for the state. Respect for the Orthodox church, meanwhile, has remained strong throughout the series of occupations to this day.

Crete also has a prominent place in ancient Greek mythology. It was here where Rhea gave birth to Zeus, and where Zeus’s own son, Minos, had his legendary reign. Icarus and Daedalus launched their ill-fated flight in Crete, while Theseus made the voyage from Athens to Crete to slay the Minotaur in the famous labyrinth.

1. Plakias

CRETE’S FIRST SEAFARERS

During excavations carried out in 2008 and 2009 near Plakias (and nearby Preveli), archaeologists were astonished to discover chiselled stone tools dating back at least 130,000 years. The tools were the first evidence that humankind had engaged in sea travel so long ago. The idea that the first Cretans arrived by boat much earlier than anyone had ever thought has revolutionary implications for the entire anthropological conventional wisdom, which had it that the first humans migrated to Europe from Africa by land alone. The digging continues.

For more on Plakias

2. Dikteon Cave

BIRTH OF A MYTH

There’s not a shred of evidence that Zeus, chief god in the Greek pantheon, ever walked this Earth. But that hasn’t stopped Greeks from associating actual locations with his mythological résumé. The main spot to visit is Dikteon Cave, where little Zeus was born to Rhea and Cronos – unless, of course, he was born in Ideon Cave over on Mt Psiloritis; accounts differ. Either way, as an adult, Zeus fell in love with Europa, kidnapped her and swam ashore in Matala, only to impregnate her under a plane tree in nearby Gortyna. Oddly, the supposedly immortal god has also been assigned a burial place under Mt Yiouhtas.

For more on Dikteon Cave

3. Archaeological Museum of Arhanes

MINOAN ART

The Minoans did not just build impressive palaces, sewer systems and religious shrines, they also created extraordinary artworks. Vibrant frescoes portraying birds, dolphins, lilies, irises, scenes of banquets, games, rituals and bull leaping and many other motifs decorated walls, ceilings and floors of their complexes. Extraordinarily vivid, they were painted in a technique called wet fresco, where the paint is absorbed by wet plaster, thus preventing fading. Among the exceptional displays in the tiny archaeological collection in Arhanes are vessels with dried remnants of the actual paint used some 3500 years ago. For the best original frescoes head to the Heraklion Archaeological Museum, or for replicas head to Knossos.

For more on Arhanes
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4. Gortyna

CAPITAL OF ROMAN CRETE

As the most strategic island in the central Mediterranean, Crete had been on Rome’s to-do list since the 3rd century BCE. But it wasn’t until Roman consul Metellus launched the decisive invasion in 67 BCE near Kydonia (Hania) that Crete fell under Roman rule. The Romans spent decades building up their new possession, with Gortyna becoming the capital and most powerful city under their rule in the 1st century BCE. The city blossomed under the Roman administrators, who endowed it with lavish public buildings, amphitheatres, temples and public baths. At its peak, as many as 100,000 people are believed to have lived here.

For more on Gortyna

5. Church of Agios Titos

ARRIVAL OF CHRISTIANITY

Christianity was first brought to Crete in 63 CE by St Paul himself, accompanied by his discipline Titus, now the patron saint of Crete. Before Paul moved on to other missionary pastures, he appointed Titus bishop and left him to preach the gospel to the islanders. Titus’ remains were buried in the 6th century in the basilica in Gortyna but only the skull could be salvaged during its destruction by the Saracens (Arabs from Spain) in 824 CE. It ended up in a church in Iraklio but was moved to Venice for safekeeping when Crete fell to the Ottomans. After lengthy negotiations, the skull was finally returned to the Church of Agios Titos in 1966.

For more on Iraklio

6. Koules Fortress

SARACEN STRONGHOLD

Koules Fortress, which guards Iraklio’s harbour, was built by the Venetians (in the 16th century) on a site first fortified by the Saracens, who gradually conquered Crete after 824 CE. The Saracens established a stronghold in Iraklio (then called Chandax) and used it as a base for their raids around the Aegean. There are few records for this period, considered Crete’s ‘dark age’. Byzantine armies sought to reclaim Crete several times but were not successful until Nikiforos Fokas laid siege to Chandax and liberated Crete in 961.

For more on Koules Fortress

7. Church of Panagia Kera

BYZANTINE MASTERPIECES

Greek painting came into its own during the Byzantine period, which lasted roughly from the 4th century BCE until the fall of Constantinople in 1453. Much Byzantine art was destroyed in popular rebellions during the 13th and 14th centuries, but not the stunning frescoes decorating the three-aisled Church of Panagia Kera in Kritsa. Although some works are moodily faded or damaged, they’re considered the best-preserved Byzantine frescoes in Crete and feature a roll call of saints along with scenes around the life of Christ, including an especially vivid Last Supper.

For more on Kritsa

8. Hania Old Town

CRETE’S HISTORY ENCAPSULATED

Hania’s old quarter is like a 3D textbook chronicling the many phases of Crete’s turbulent history. Conceived by the Venetians and hugging the waterfront, this web of car-free lanes is Hania’s heart and soul, filled with charismatic cafes, tavernas and shops. Looming above are the Venetian fortifications that kept the Turks at bay until 1645. There are a few Ottoman vestiges, the oldest being the domed Mosque of Kioutsouk Hasan in the picturesque harbour. There’s also a museum with a splendid Byzantine icon, the Etz Hayyim Synagogue and the Municipal Art Gallery with the latest in Greek art.

For more on Hania’s historic quarter

9. Frangokastello Castle

RETURN OF THE REBEL SOULS

Frangokastello Castle is a 14th-century Venetian fortress where, in 1828, some 400 Cretan rebels made a last stand in one of the bloodiest battles of the Greek War of Independence. About 800 Turks were killed along with the rebels. Legend has it that at dawn on each anniversary the rebels’ ghosts, the drosoulites, can be seen marching along the beach. There’s also a theory that the ‘ghosts’ are actually an optical illusion created by peculiar atmospheric conditions. The name comes from the Greek word drosia meaning ‘dew’, which may refer to the dawn moisture during the hours when the ghosts are said to appear.

For more on Frangokastello Castle

10. Moni Arkadiou

MONASTERY MASSACRE

Combining beauty and tragedy, Moni Arkadiou is deeply engrained in the Cretan soul and a moving symbol of the struggle for independence. The 16th-century stone church and cloister, enclosed by stone walls on a rolling high plain, appear pastoral and lovely. But it was here in 1866 where some 2000 Turkish soldiers attacked the monastery where hundreds of Cretan women, children and rebels had sought shelter. Rather than surrender, the entrapped locals blew up their gunpowder magazine, killing all but one small girl. The monastery remains a place of quiet and emotional contemplation and is particularly striking in soft evening light.

For more on Moni Arkadiou

11. Hania Airport

HONOURING A CRETAN HERO

Crete’s second-biggest airport is named for Ioannis Daskalogiannis, a Cretan rebel who led an ill-fated revolt against Ottoman rule in 1770. Although the rebels seemed to have the upper hand at first, the tide soon turned, sending Daskalogiannis and his men into hiding. He eventually surrendered to the Turks at the fortress of Frangokastello and was taken to Iraklio where he suffered a particularly nasty demise by being tortured, skinned and beaten to death in broad daylight. Statues of the man grace many a town square, including his birth town of Anopoli. One of the most popular rizitika (centuries-old patriotic songs from western Crete) is also dedicated to him.

For more on Hania

12. Hora Sfakion

SPIRIT OF REBELLION

Under Venetian and Turkish rule, Hora Sfakion was an important maritime centre and (with the upland regional capital of Anopoli) the nucleus of the Cretan struggle for independence. The Turks inflicted severe reprisals on the inhabitants for their rebelliousness in the 19th century, after which the town fell into an economic slump that lasted until the arrival of tourism several decades ago. Hora Sfakion played a prominent role during WWII when thousands of Allied troops were evacuated by sea from the town after the Battle of Crete. Today, a memorial to the last British, Australian and New Zealand soldiers evacuated after the battle stands on the town’s eastern bluff.

For more on Hora Sfakion
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13. Theriso

UNION WITH GREECE

Theriso went down in history as the village where charismatic Eleftherios Venizelos – considered one of the country’s greatest heroes – convened a revolutionary assembly in 1905, raised the Greek flag and declared unity with Greece, laying the groundwork for modern Crete. Venizelos’ upstart government was given teeth by armed support from local Cretans. In 1908 the Cretan assembly officially declared unity with Greece, but even with Venizelos now prime minister, the Greek government did not allow Cretan deputies into the Athens parliament until after the First Balkan War (1912). The 1913 Treaty of Bucharest finally recognised Crete as part of the Greek state.

For more on Theriso

14. Andartis Monument – Partisan of Peace

ANGEL OF FREEDOM

Right on the Nida Plateau, high on Mt Psiloritis, you can make out this sprawling landscape sculpture created by German artist Karina Raeck in 1991 to commemorate the Cretan WWII resistance fighters – known as andartes. Cretans hid thousands of Allied soldiers in caves or monasteries such as Preveli before helping them escape across the Libyan Sea. Meanwhile, Allied undercover agents arrived to assist with coordinating and arming the resistance. Reprisals by German troops against the civilian population were brutal. The monument itself is a pile of local rocks arranged in such a way that it looks like an angel when seen from above.

For more on the Nida Plateau

15. Hersonisos

BIRTH OF MODERN TOURISM

When American writer Henry Miller travelled to Crete in 1939, tourists like him were a rare phenomenon. That all changed dramatically in the 1970s, partly ushered in by the completion of the national road E75 that saw resorts like Hersonisos sprout on terrain previously occupied by fishing villages and agricultural land. Numbers reflect the growing demand for blue-sky holidays by sun-starved northern Europeans: between 1971 and 2023 total arrivals catapulted from 150,000 to 6 million. Today tourism is the backbone of Crete’s economy – next to agriculture – and accounts for about a quarter of tourism spending in Greece overall.

For more on Hersonisos




NATURAL
CRETE

The island’s natural splendour shapes its soul. By Ryan Ver Berkmoes


CRETE IS AN island of geographical contrasts, to say the least – you can swim in the morning and hike in the snow in the afternoon. Caves, gorges and plateaus are just some of the features, and the island has a dizzying biodiversity of plants and animals, from Vaï’s palms to Samara’s goats.

Dramatic Geology

Just as tourists from across the world meet on Crete, so do several tectonic plates: the African, Aegean Sea and Eurasian. The result is a region of unsettled geology and geography, which ranges from sudden events (such as Santorini’s many volcanic eruptions) to gradual change.

Crete has had its share of drama through many earthquakes, including one aeons ago that lifted the entire south coast; you can still see evidence of this in the ‘bathtub ring’ visible on the sheer rocky cliffs that plunge into the sea. Longer-term geologic effects are evidenced by the soaring mountains that dominate the landscape. Peaks top 2400m and are cleaved by equally dramatic gorges carved by water. These deep clefts in the landscape – such as Samaria Gorge – are major attractions, popular today for hiking. Across the island, look for wild swirls in rockfaces caused by the immense forces of the conflicting plates.

Crete’s geology is also deeply ingrained in the island’s people. It takes a hardy soul to eke out a living in the rocky and uncompromising terrain. There has always been something of a disdain for mainland Greeks because of their supposed easy life courtesy of the agriculturally friendly fertile plains. Crete’s independent spirit has also been aided by the ability of the populace to vanish up into the mountains when threatened, whether by pirates, Ottomans or Nazis.

Plucky Animals

While Crete is known for its large population of sheep and goats, the island is also home to endemic fauna including hares, rabbits, weasels and its own subspecies of badger. The island also has a large population of bats, insects and snails, the latter being a major part of the Cretan diet.

Although you might not spot them, Crete is also home to numerous reptiles, among them the European rattlesnake (non-venomous), as well as dice, cat and whip snakes.

Between May and September, female loggerhead sea turtles arrive to lay their eggs on sandy beaches near Hania, Rethymno and Messara Bay. There’s also a small population of rare and endangered Mediterranean monk seals breeding in caves on the south coast.

Off the southern coastline, with its steep underwater cliffs, is found the Mediterranean Sea’s most significant population of sperm whales, who gather, feed and possibly mate in the area year-round. The area is also abundant with squid, on which the giants (and people in local tavernas) feed. You can also watch for various dolphin species and Cuvier’s beaked whales. Bottlenose dolphins are often spotted in the shallow waters off Paleohora near Gavdos.

Crete flies high in the bird world. It lies on the main Africa–Europe migratory routes and well over 400 species have been recorded on the island, including both resident and migratory species. Along the coast, you’ll find birds of passage such as egrets and herons during spring and autumn migrations.

The mountains host a wealth of interesting birds. Look for blue rock thrushes, buzzards and the huge griffon vulture. Other birds include alpine swifts, stonechats and blackbirds.

Crete’s most famous animal is the kri-kri or agrimi, a distinctive wild goat with large horns, often depicted in Minoan art. Only a few survive in the wild, in and around Samaria Gorge and on the islands of Agioi Theodoroi off Hania and Dia off Iraklio.

You may spot a lammergeier (bearded vulture) – one of the rarest raptors in Europe, with a wingspan of nearly 3m – in Samaria Gorge or hovering above the Lasithi Plateau. Golden eagles and Bonelli’s eagles can also be spotted in these areas and elsewhere, including the Kato Zakros region.
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Hardy Plants

Crete blooms in every sense of the word, with an estimated total of about 1750 plant species, of which around 170 are endemic. The island’s gorges with their seasonal water flows are mini botanical gardens and their isolation has helped preserve many species.

Along the coast, sea daffodils flower in August and September. In April and May, knapweeds are in flower on the western coast and their purple or violet petals provide vibrant splashes of colour on beaches. At the same time of year in eastern Crete, especially around Sitia, watch for crimson poppies on the borders of the beach.

Ubiquitous tamarisk trees, which flower in spring, provide welcome shade for many beaches island-wide.

There are more than 200 species of wild orchid in Crete, including 14 endemic varieties and the island’s famous Ophrys cretica, which uses its insect-like appearance as a disguise to attract male insects. The Lasithi Plateau is a wonderland of orchids and wildflowers. In 2023 the EU announced grants to protect Crete’s lush date palm groves including those at Preveli and the famous one at Vaï.

Protecting Crete

Crete’s natural and physical beauty are under constant threat from tourism development and resource exploitation. There are many groups working to protect the island’s environment.

International NGOs Greenpeace and the World Wildlife Fund are both active in Crete. Together they scored a major victory in 2022 when the French petroleum giant TotalEnergies cancelled plans to drill for oil and gas off Crete’s coast following years of international opposition.

Hellenic Society for the Protection of Nature Greece’s oldest non-governmental environmental group (eepf.gr) maintains an array of programs on Crete, including one devoted to protecting the kri-kri.

Cretan Sperm Whale Project The Pelagos Cetacean Research Institute (PCRI; www.pelagosinstitute.gr) monitors the whale population; it also worked with Greenpeace and WWF to fight TotalEnergies’ offshore drilling proposals.

Archelon Greece’s turtle protection society (www.archelon.gr) works to protect nesting turtles on Crete’s beaches. Look for summertime info booths at Hania and Rethymno harbours.

Blue Flag Beaches Crete does very well in the annual international awards for Blue Flag Beaches. Over 110 Cretan beaches usually win the coveted designation each year, which is based on water quality, cleanliness, environmental management and more.




CRETE’S
Minoans

Four thousand years ago, Crete had a culture with lessons for today. By Ryan Ver Berkmoes


THE MINOANS’ PALACES were lavishly decorated with art, and the surviving paintings, sculptures, mosaics, pottery and jewellery at archaeological sites and museums across Crete demonstrate the Minoans’ extraordinary artistry. And that’s just one of the legacies of this rich culture that believed in gender equality, peaceful relations and scientific achievement.

Mystery shrouds the Minoans: we don’t even know what they called themselves, ‘Minoan’ being the term given by archaeologist Sir Arthur Evans, in honour of the possibly mythical King Minos.

Evidence uncovered in Crete’s grand palaces indicates they were a peaceful, sophisticated, well-organised and prosperous civilisation with robust international trade, splendid architecture and art, and seemingly equal status for men and women. Women are depicted in Minoan art participating in games, hunting, and public and religious festivals.

The Minoans also had highly developed agriculture, extensive irrigation systems and advanced hydraulic sewerage systems. Their exquisite artistry in pottery and jewellery survives to this day, and richly coloured frescoes – such as those at Knossos – portray landscapes rich with animals and birds, marine scenes teeming with fish and octopuses, and banquets, games and rituals. Idealised figures of men, women and children would do Instagram proud today.

Symbols

The double-axe symbol that appears in frescoes and on the palace walls at Knossos was sacred for the Minoans. Other religious symbols that frequently appear in Minoan art include the mythical gryphon and figures with a human body and head of an animal. The Minoans appear to have worshipped the dead and believed in some form of afterlife.

The bull was another potent Minoan symbol. The peculiar Minoan sport of bull-leaping – where acrobatic thrill-seekers seize a charging bull’s horns and leap over its back – is depicted in several frescoes, pottery and sculptures.

Bulls were also prominent in the life of Queen Pasiphae, wife of King Minos. She gave birth to the infamous half-bull, half-human Minotaur as a punishment from the gods for her literal love of bulls. It fell to the inveterate inventor Daedalus to create a prison strong enough to contain the monster, which possessed the strength of an army. His answer was to construct the labyrinth, an endless maze of tunnels.
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Fun & Games

The Minoans knew how to enjoy themselves – playing board games, boxing, wrestling and performing bold acrobatic feats including the sport of bull-leaping, while Minoan dancing was famous throughout Ancient Greece.

Art & Letters

In Crete, Minoan painting is virtually the only form of Greek art to have survived; large-scale sculptures disappeared in natural disasters like the great tsunami that swept over from Thira (Santorini) in 1450 BCE. Minoan art inspired the invading Mycenaeans and its influence spread to Santorini and beyond.

Their inscrutable written hieroglyph system, Linear A, provides another indication of a culture that was very advanced. The most significant example of this writing is on the 3600-year-old terracotta tablet known as the Phaistos disc, which has been the object of much speculation since it was discovered in 1908. The disk, about 16cm in diameter, consists of an Early Minoan pictographic script made up of 242 ‘words’ written in a continuous spiral. It has never been deciphered.

We know more about Linear B, a script written on clay tablets unearthed at Knossos. The methodical decipherment of this script by English architect Michael Ventris in 1952 provided the first tangible evidence that the Greek language had a recorded history longer than any scholar had previously believed. The language was an archaic form of Greek 500 years older than the Ionic Greek used by Homer. The Knossos clay tablets are mainly inventories and records of commercial transactions dating from the 14th to the 13th centuries BCE. They give a glimpse of a fairly complex and well-organised civilisation. See examples at the Heraklion Archaeological Museum.

Crete’s Odd Couple: Minos & Daedalus

Minos, the legendary ruler of Crete, was the son of Zeus and Europa and attained the Cretan throne aided by Poseidon. Or maybe not. Homer describes him and his land in the Odyssey: ‘Out on the dark blue sea there lies a rich and lovely land called Crete that is densely populated and boasts 90 cities… One of the 90 cities is called Knossos and there for nine years, King Minos ruled and enjoyed the friendship of the mighty.’ His mythical heritage aside, whether or not Minos existed is open to much debate. Whatever his character might have been, the legends around him would fuel a grand streaming series.

The fate of Minos was ultimately interwoven with an Athenian master craftsman named Daedalus who, having fled from Athens after murdering his nephew (for being more inventive), sought sanctuary in Crete. Minos was quick to utilise his skills, commissioning the inventor to design the legendary Palace of Knossos. It is said that Daedalus’ statues were so lifelike that they had to be chained down to stop them from moving. The name Daedalus derives from the Greek verb daedalo, which means ‘work with skill’, and some credit him with inventing the saw, axe, drill and many more tools that would have made him the DIY hero of his day.

With Knossos as his base, Minos gained control over the whole Aegean basin, colonising many of the islands and ridding the seas of pirates. His naval success was also often attributed to the ingeniousness of Daedalus, whose achievements included designing the prow of the modern boat.

When Daedalus and his son Icarus left Crete without permission, Minos was enraged. While they fled, Icarus famously flew too near the sun, his waxed feathers melting here. Minos pursued Daedalus to the city of Kamikos in Sicily. Thereupon nothing much good happened, especially to Minos, who died in a notorious bathing incident. After his death, the Cretan king descended to Hades’ realm, the Underworld. Some legends say that Daedalus had a final act as an engineer in Egypt.




CRETE’S
PROUD CULTURE

Dance in the streets – this is Crete! By Ryan Ver Berkmoes


CRETE IS A powerhouse of dance, literature and the visual arts, going back millennia. From priceless Minoan sculptures to 10,000-line poems celebrating courtly love, the island has developed its own ways of living, loving and lamenting through the arts
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Art

The artistry of the Minoans (c 3500–1100 BCE) ranks among the best in human history. Later, during a brief artistic renaissance on the island that lasted from the 8th to 7th centuries BCE, a group of sculptors called the Daedalids perfected a new technique of hammered bronze scultpures.

From the 13th to the early 16th centuries, churches around Crete were decorated with frescoes on a dark-blue background featuring a bust of Christ in the dome, the four Gospel writers in the corners, and the Virgin and Child in the apse. The best-preserved Byzantine frescoes in Crete are in the Church of Panagia Kera at Kritsa.

With the fall of Constantinople in 1453, Crete became the centre of Greek art as many Byzantine artists fled to the island. At the same time, the Italian Renaissance was in full bloom and many Cretan artists studied in Italy. The result was the Cretan School of icon painting that combined technical brilliance and dramatic richness. Artists drew inspiration from both Western and Byzantine styles. You’ll see examples today in old churches across the island.

One of the geniuses of the Renaissance, El Greco (meaning ‘The Greek’ in Spanish; his real name was Domenikos Theotokopoulos) was born and educated on Crete, although he had to travel to Spain to earn recognition. El Greco was born in Iraklio in 1541 during a time of great artistic activity in the city following the arrival of large numbers of painters fleeing Ottoman-held Constantinople. These painters had a formative influence upon the young El Greco.

Because Iraklio was a Venetian city, it made sense for El Greco to further his studies in Venice, and in his early 20s he joined the studio of Titian. It was not, however, until he moved to Spain in 1577 that he really came into his own as a painter. His highly emotional style struck a chord with the Spanish, and the city of Toledo became his home until his death in 1614. The most famous of his works, like his masterpiece The Burial of Count Orgaz (1586), are in Toledo. However, two lesser El Greco works from his time in Venice are displayed in Iraklio at the Historical Museum of Crete: The Baptism of Christ (1569) and View of Mt Sinai and the Monastery of St Catherine (1570). Each displays the deeply moody perspectives that became his hallmark.

Although he left the island before he gained fame, El Greco is honoured across Crete. Streets, tavernas and hotels are named after him, and a white marble bust of the painter stands in Iraklio’s Plateia El Greco. There’s a small El Greco museum in the village of Fodele, 30km west of Iraklio, in a house he allegedly spent time in as a child.
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Literature

Crete has a rich literary tradition that sprang from the Cretan love of songs, verse and wordplay. In the late 16th and early 17th centuries, the island experienced tremendous literary flowering under Venetian rule. The era’s greatest masterpiece was the epic Erotokritos, written in Cretan dialect by Vitsentzos Kornaros. More than 10,000 lines long, this poem of courtly love is considered the most important work of early modern Greek literature and many of its phrases can be heard in Cretan folk music today.

Greece’s best-known and most widely read author since Homer is Crete’s Nikos Kazantzakis. Born in 1883 in Iraklio, Kazantzakis spent his early childhood in the ferment of political upheaval. In 1897 the revolution against Turkish rule forced him to leave Crete for studies elsewhere.

Kazantzakis’ self-professed greatest work is The Odyssey: A Modern Sequel (1938), an opus of 33,333 iambic verses, and a modern-day epic loosely based on the ancient hero Odysseus (Ulysses). Only much later did Kazantzakis turn to novel writing. He gained international acclaim with works such as The Last Temptation of Christ (1955; later turned into the 1988 Martin Scorsese film) and Freedom or Death (1953), a novel about Crete’s revolt against the Ottomans.

The Life and Adventures of Alexis Zorbas (1946; subsequently renamed Zorba the Greek) is his most famous book. It gave rise to the cliche of the ultimate free-spirited Greek male, immortalised in the 1964 movie by the Mexican-born Anthony Quinn.

Kazantzakis is buried in Iraklio’s old city wall, and there is an excellent museum dedicated to him in Myrtia.

Odysseus Elytis (1911–96) won the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1979. One of his main works is ‘Axion Esti – It is Worthy’ (1959), a complicated poem that deals with existentialist questions. It’s one of the best-known poems and songs in Greece.

Contemporary Cretan writer Rhea Galanaki’s (b 1947) prize-winning The Life of Ismail Ferik Pasha (1989) is about the clash of Christianity and Ottoman Islam in Crete.
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depiction of Cretan dance | Pecold/Shutterstock ©

Dance

Dancing has been part of social life in Crete since the dawn of Hellenism. Dancers are depicted on ancient Greek vases, and Homer lauded the ability of Cretan dancers.

The most popular Cretan dances are the graceful and slow syrtos and the pentozali. The latter has a fast version that builds into a frenzy, with the leader doing kicks and fancy moves. Another popular dance is the sousta, a bouncy courtship dance with small precise steps that are performed by couples.

For Cretans, dancing well is a matter of great personal pride and most dancers will take their turn at the front to demonstrate their prowess. The best place to see Cretan dancing is at festivals and celebrations.
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Byzantine frescoes in the Church of Panagia Kera | Deagostini/Getty Image ©
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Hania is Crete’s most evocative city. Remnants of Venetian and Turkish architecture abound, with old townhouses now transformed into atmospheric restaurants and boutique hotels.
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Livadi is big, wide and has a party vibe day and night. If house-music-backed frolic is your thing, this is the strand for you.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be copied, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic, mechanical, recording or otherwise, except brief extracts for the purpose of review, and no part of this publication may be sold or hired, without the written permission of the publisher. Lonely Planet and the Lonely Planet logo are trademarks of Lonely Planet and are registered in the US Patent and Trademark Office and in other countries. Lonely Planet does not allow its name or logo to be appropriated by commercial establishments, such as retailers, restaurants or hotels. Please let us know of any misuses: lonelyplanet.com/legal/intellectual-property.

Mapping data sources:
© Lonely Planet
© OpenStreetMap http://openstreetmap.org/copyright


THIS BOOK

Destination Editor

Daniel Bolger

Production Editor

Will Allen

Book Designer

Jo-anne Riddell

Cartographer

Anthony Phelan

Assisting Editors

Peterjon Cresswell, Andrea Dobbin, Charlotte Orr

Cover Researcher

Kat Marsh

Thanks Ronan Abayawickrema, Sofie Andersen, Kate Chapman, Gwen Cotter, Karen Henderson, Alison Killilea, Jenna Myers, Darren O’Connell, Kathryn Rowan



Published by Lonely Planet Global Limited

CRN 554153

9th edition – May 2025

ISBN 978 1 83758 800 8

© Lonely Planet 2025 Photographs © as indicated 2025







[image: Cross Promo]




[image: button]


[image: button]


[image: button]


[image: button]


[image: button]







EPUB/images/jultomidsep.png





EPUB/images/15-beyond-agios-nikolaos-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/15-ierapetra-dp-cre9.jpg
IERAPETRA
Glannakoy, L %
$h %
Plateia Y %, 4
Venizelou %o,
L=
Nik Forg 3 i 0
3 % 2 s NN
L S o@ S O
8 ) < D e
5 & P ‘[\’6
Ploy— = Plateia — &
OUngf ® Eleftherias Q\°®%
Dimokiaiag (1) Pt
eorgiou
9% Kanoupaki
552
3505 <
cinis A ﬁ@ 0 6©
@
>
S
&
&
H Old Quarter
o (Kato Mera)
x 4
©oPlateia @ @S r:
Tzami o S 4
2 -
9
4
A RO’
)
OUgioy
m&og,‘OU 0 Lo
Port
A 0 200 m
®o 0.1 miles






EPUB/images/15-ierapetra-dp-loc-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/15-beyond-ierapetra-cre9.jpg
Istto Pahia
Kalamafka ~° Amrmos

" Males lo Archaeologicale o
Site of Vasiliki  Ha Gorge'

oMythi @ Anatoli ©Kato Horio

(of

. o ;
Myrtos lerapetra Koutsounari

ChrissiIsland
°





EPUB/images/15-beyond-sitia-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/225-2.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2370910947.jpg





EPUB/images/225-3.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2377087817.jpg





EPUB/images/229-1.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2391646439.jpg





EPUB/images/229-2.jpg





EPUB/images/221-1.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2290110023.jpg





EPUB/images/221-2.jpg
50





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2350174745.jpg





EPUB/images/222-1.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2359729733.jpg





EPUB/images/225-1.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2359815339.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2252498751.jpg





EPUB/images/215-1.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2270418743.jpg





EPUB/images/220-1.jpg
Iraklio Hania Sitia

TAXI





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2277949513.jpg






EPUB/images/141-1.jpg
HERAKLION ARCHAEOLOGICAL MUSEUM

Ground Floor

& et
Multimedia ® 0 o

XXX
Cloakroom @

<D> | Il Il

10 @ s
s XXV | XXV

Shop@

Cafe & D

Terrace -

The standoutin room
lllis the elaborately
embellished Kamares

First Floor
0 i I
Y s
CX VIV
X XV
XXV
‘ &v ‘ Vi
=

Gemsinroom Vlinclude
theincredible bull-leaper
sculpture that show
daring sporting practices
of the time.

tableware of red,
black and white clay,
includinga ‘royal dinner
service' from Phaestos.

The Phaistos disc (room
1V),a clay piece embossed
with 45 signs that has
never been deciphered,
draws crowds.

XVII XIX

CXVI XV
XX XXI

XXII XX

Onthe Ist floor,
room Xl showcases

Minoan frescoes

(1800 BCE to 1350
BCE), including the
Dolphin Fresco and
Ladles in Blue.






EPUB/images/146-1.jpg





EPUB/images/14-wine-country-dt-cre9.jpg
Spilia
o

(02
oo

Boutari
S Winery
o
Patsides £
.e.
.
Kato Arhanes y® 'E
l' i
L)
Mt Yiouhtas & & 4 Kounavi
N Stilianou
Arhanes Titakis &% = Winery © Myrtia
Wines © ¢
3
START %
% 00
Peza o0 tee,,
Minos-Miliarakis &%~ o e s
Winery g '.ooéAgies Paraskies ':
Vathypetro © Digenakis '..
Winery S e
H . ooe® %o, .
oudetsi Y Livada
%o,  Lake
Ayrarakis Thrapsano Agelakis
$Wines & a{% Winery
oo, %
Alagni @° .'°.. H
" H
. o
= H
END % .o..

% Arkalokhori

5km
2.5 miles





EPUB/images/140-1.jpg





EPUB/images/15-agios-nikolaos-dp-cre9.jpg
AGIOS NIKOLAOS D&

A 0 200 m
> ® (1] 0.1 miles
S .
50’ W«W PelagosDzlve Center (450m);
N Havania (2km,
& — (2krm)
NS

Bay of
Mirabello

3.
2
> 2
3 % Lake n @'%
Y (o)
2 BR O A sl an
&
o S I
2. S w® %\Pcﬁ\% b N % =)
% (,(@‘Q Plateia~ 4 ‘9{% ?’@/m AKtiN Pagaloy
% Q
B 2P






EPUB/images/15-agios-nikolaos-dp-loc-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/14-matala-dp-cre9.jpg
A 0 200 m
MATALA ®o 0.1 miles
Messara o
Bay
o m Armonia Hotel

G g (125km) £

s —
% £ Gortynas- Liména

7 Matalon

Red Beach
(900m)






EPUB/images/14-matala-dp-loc-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/14-iraklio-dp-loc-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/14-iraklio-fyw-cre9.jpg
20 km
10 miles

(03
oo

AeEReleEl Heraklion
raklio Archaeological
Bay eum

ersonisos

Hora
Sfakion

Libyan Sea
L





EPUB/images/73-1.jpg
®o 025 mies
There are afew boulders
to scramble over on the
dry riverbed, and it's
mostly shady, with some
dramatically overhanging
rock cliffs.

SOUGIA

You can see the small
cove and valley of
Lissos. The views only
get better on the steep
but well-maintained
switchback trail down.

( Look for marble artefacts,
ruins of a bathhouse and
ancient gnarled olive
trees that wouldn't be out
of placeina Tim Burton
movie.






EPUB/images/shutterstock_2495216291.jpg





EPUB/images/92-1.jpg
Panormo

Beachesin coves combine with an at-
mospheric old village. Further afield are
the forbidding slopes and welcoming

. Seqof villages of Mt Psiloritis.
OAlmyrida Crete
Almyros
Bay .
Rethymno R % %@% ‘ Sises < ég{‘g gia
The region’s unmissable EeaiEingll L et o Perama
1l H T O
hub will lure you into its - stivopoulo  Adels ° Loutra - Iraklio
tangle of lanes and al- oEpiskopi Garazo 9
leys. Top sights like Moni o Armeni oMoni
Arkadiou await nearby. o Argyroupoli I Joniane®  oAnogia
Apostog Amari
Mt Psiloritis
Koxare HH Meronas
Selia [¢] Spl“t 9" & o Monastiraki (Mt Ida) Arhanes ®
o' .OMYrthios %% N © Fourfouras
Plaklvas o Lefkogia Akoura A )
~ . ) o O Nithavris
Libyan Sea Moni Preveli
Agia Varvara
-
Agios o . -
Plakias Pavios © AgiosO  oAgia Galini Spili
iorgios . .

Alaid-back beach town. Use it Tymbaki ® From this cute mountain hamlet you can

as a base for water sports and Mesara wind your way through the pastoral and

exploring even more alluring Gulf historic delights of the Amari Valley.

beaches to the southeast.

Matalao

10 km
5 miles

(GF
(=X =)

CAR

Hitting the road is the best way
to explore Rethymno. You can
flip a coin when you reach the
forkin a curvaceous road and

see what surprises await - like
your own perfect beach.

BUS

From Rethymno city, KTEL buses
radiate out to the region’s main
towns. Check schedules and
book seats (now mandatory on
most routes) at e-ktel.com.





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2500472505.jpg





EPUB/images/A1569N.jpg





EPUB/images/38-1.jpg
Cape Diving & Snorkelling :“;'Tg ;
o Spatha Sea of Crete © Sunken city of Olous o Sz:oiaora
Voura © Elounda 9
© Loutro
. Rodopou © Kolokytha Beach i
Gramvousa W g O Adgios Nikolaos O Plakias
ik I ] SStavros gio © Mt Yiouhtas
Baylof: i Akerotiri © Hania O Selekano Forest SRQRE
Kissamos Koolymbarl @W@ };A’/};';zezf;// a
Agiae ; @ Pelekita Cave
Falasarnao ol
< Marina Hania e Souda (. o Dia
Platanos ~ Kissamos Souda Bay : : ¢ ?
. (Kastelli) Foumes OAlmyrida Panormo  Bali At :
Sfinario HANIA /,,_71,(/( v Almyros pe o o Sises oAsgia Pelagia v T
Elos J,y-//] ryses Bay Retl Zmng O PoTAmAL s <) Iraklio e Kato . - . Cap
o o) AsiZs “ > . oann gonada 3
Aglaglm %Z%Zml%% //,(,(// OGeor‘gicupou Platanias Bay ® raklio Gogves T , o - : Sideros
Kandanos © %o AMt ///'X/ Arbgine Tylisos X Plak% @\@wwummw Peninsula Gianysada i
= Mt Volakias) o } SR e OW 3 ia® s Elounda @ .
Elafanisi Pahnes °pskyfou Anostoli Mt Psiloritis f Malia K ' Vai
2% f@osouei L nte g R e, g ;o Viouhigspghrhanes  yociey; ~Neapoli® We' oW ruo, Sitia ob
o . 0 > & o 7}
Traiil Paleohora r®  ©O% /Myrthios  Spilio Fourfouraso £ | B R Agios 32 ¥ i 5 ohgia gPalekastio
Roumeli | outro°@), Hora 4 Plaki % A ) S5l Houdetsi® Arkalokhori 7 717 .Gg o Kri Agios ottehlos o siopi Fotia ©
i £ Ldsithi H .
2 Stakion - Vo Mt Kedros | %o JAsia o, = e ]eWOEI.:S.O i b(l)lkolaops K e o S
oni & . o)
Preveli  AgiaGalini - - sk gonam Ano~ Sl ©pmmos  ASITHI Bokato
° i IRAKLIO N 20, Kalamafka Ziroso Zak
Tymbakie® Mires il Viannos %Maleso . gy Ll
National Park o Ve h P Kt Hario—_gltalaygialos Xerokambos
© Samaria Gorge National Pavimadia Gulf Sivas b lohe “ | OMyrtos  ®lerapetra Goudouras
P Islands Matalao yrg Arvi
Koufonisi
: o% © Lendas
Cape
Gaodos [,,'J/,//‘/m
Karabe o N Gaidouronisi
2 Windsurfing & SUP i)
. © Paleohora
Gorge-trekking  Loutro
© Samaria Gorge © Palekastro
@ Imbros Gorge O Falasarna
© Aradena Gorge © Kouremenos Beach
O Agialrini Gorge T —
© Zakros Gorge Sea
O Rouvas Gorge
@ Agiofarango Gorge
Libyan Sea

50 km

®
oo

e 75 mmiles.






EPUB/images/shutterstock_2453594417.jpg





EPUB/images/44-1.jpg
Sea of Hania
Crete The port city proudly
around the west coast. wears its Byzantine,
45 %‘lzg oo Venetian, Ottoman and
=ix Kz’si‘lgﬁlj;s Kolymbari Agia Kata‘thaso ; Greekheritagaiior i t?
Falass fna, Kalyian s Maﬁna Hania savour. Seek out Crete's
Falasarna o p D§ > best restaurants.
Spectacular sunsets cap days spent ona Platanos® f&iﬁ?ﬂ}ﬁ’f el el — So
long series of idyllic beaches. From here ,OFoumeS Almyros
you can reach even more remote beaches. Elos Lalo 0y Vryses  Bay REthVITo
9 Samaria oGeorgioupoli ° f
Kandanos 25, T
4 o Askyfou
‘ Sougia : - olmbros
Pa.lep.hora Pa[eohora. & e ot oKomitades
Aninviting town on an 5 Hora Sfakion Hora Sfakion
isthmus and a gateway Libyan Sea im‘i%f The gat toth th
to beguiling mountain COES%?:;V ti}lb?or feersrc;u
\tﬁllléalig;?oanr;gi lé’:;‘(':shs.a ) services running west and
Sougia south to Gavdos Island.
A perfect beach town with an end-
of-the-road vibe. A base to explore
gorges plus hikes to Roman ruins.

o0 Karabe

A () mmmm— s 20 km
®o 10 miles

BUS

Crete's bus system is
comprehensive and links all the
major destinations. From Hania
city, KTEL buses radiate out to
the region’s main towns. Check
schedules and book seats (now
mandatory on most routes) at
e-ktel.com.

=)

FERRY

Running from Hora Sfakion west
to Palechora, a comprehensive
network of ferries serves

beach towns, including those
unreachable by road. Other boats
serve Gavdos Island and make day
trips to otherwise inaccessible
beaches.





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2464817179.jpg





EPUB/images/58-1.jpg
The huge breakwater rocks
(some dating back to the
14th century) require care -

Theotokopoulou street
is abuzzy lane lined
with a fine mix of shops
serving both residents
and visitors.

and good coordination - to
Sea of Crete manoeuvre around, over
andalong.

Em'é’uuou"’

.oo"...o."ooo.oo...'....-"oo ooooooo...,...

Venetian )
Harbour 0«.\2'(31.\..."3

0! 5 Akti Eno:
o’ M :.“""s.e.o.s.".

%

- snolon

Kallergon

2o
,@. -%. 000’
o0®°

3
(0
5
%
s
2.

These shop-and
taverna-filled narrow
lanes feature some gems,
including the grand ruins
of a Venetian-era club on
Zambeliou street.

S
Nl
I}

g

Siavo
Bastion

200 m
0.1 miles






EPUB/images/shutterstock_2472373503.jpg





EPUB/images/6-1.jpg
A 0 50 km
®o 25 miles
Rethymno’s Old
Quarter
A tchacolonical Get lost in labyrinthine, Palace of Knossos
Renaissance-era Rub shoulders with the
Museum of Chania 4
X ) lanes ghosts of the Minoans
Ponder Minoan sarcophagi at Crete’s marquee
_and many more treasures archaeological site Spinalongalsland
in bold surrounds Dramatic setting for a
Amari Valley Venetian fortress with a
Cape Crete’s green shocking recent history
Spatha
Cape gpat Sea of Crete bowl presentg
Vouxa  gogopon endless surprises
v p s ” ninsula in the shadow of
( 7//"["//’///1 01 /r(z( ?IZZ;{ OStavros Mt Psiloritis Sea of Cr
‘ ea 0 ete
Bay @ Kolymbari Akrotiri
Kissamos |7 Peninsula
Falasarnao o Agia Marina® Hanfa e L " )
. ap ‘apano Y a
Platanos 0. Kissamos N g Cap Dic
(Kastelli) oFournes o Almyrida ERR Staoros
Sfinari 0= 7,0 o borion | HANIA /4(_«/;,,(/( Almyros A [} oBali / B T Paximada
Eli O Lakki %y 5. Viyses Bay Platanias SisesO. ) Aga g Cape Agios ]
dhifin . 72, Georgioupoli ® o Perama ! Pelagia v Kato loanni Dragonada Cape
o Agialtini. ~ Samaria Gorge 7z, o Ceorgowp © Rethymno : X raklio® Gouves . Sideros
Kandahoso © Mt National Park ’7/// \ y _ O Margarites > faRU0, o Hersonisos Plaka Gl sad ,
Volakias: x 'AMt 281 Moni Arkadiouo Anogl%\ . oTylisos m. o 0 : Elasa
° o CTemenia puhnes °hskyfou Anostal Mt Psiloritis Malia® . » Eloundag o 7 ionea oVai
Elafonisi I % RETHYMNO  Apostol (Mt Ida) < Agion Myrtia { Neapoli® Peninsula - “
° **Sougias o Vi¥ors ; -_Gerakari .% A “.<Myrony’. Arhanes®; [0 Kastelli 7 o gt
Cape Agia % Hora Sfakion Myrthios Spili © (s} 0 '\;, (] -7 Agios Agios Nikolaos hl Skopi o O Palekastro
4. Paleohora Rouma 0.0 N P Fourfoura 14 gios o oMohlos =5 Agia
Trahili oumeli : A NS~ Houdetsi s oirhi aGeorgios Bay of i
Loutro Plakias o Nithatris Arkalokhori— L@sithi ¢ 80rios - oay : Fotia
Mt Kedros ot 'y Agia ° Platedi Krits ‘. Mirabello Maroniao
gl AgiaGali - - W s ®Varvera o Amepikti| % o patia LASITH Handias  Zekios® it Zakros
= IRAKLIO Ao S Maleso Ammos O oZiros
Tymbaki® Mires v Vlagnos . T : O Kalamafka £ W
Mesara & Az oMNES - Anatoli KatoHorio— 18 o Xerokambos
= Deka s O
aximadia OSivas. o [
Pa. ;/\/\;{\/W’ﬁ Gurl{‘ o Pyrgos ® o Cand { o lerapetra Goudouras
latala
Gavdopould| e Koufonisi
Olendas
Yy Cape
Gavdos Tidino
s Karabt Gaidouronisi
Elafonisi Beach g irakilo Wine Hryst
Revelin pink sands Libyan Sea Eoun o Kato Zakros
and turquoise T Remote beach town with
water Elnly o aMinoan palace
vintages on tasting
Aradena Gorge o
Trek south to the Libyan
Sea amid untrammelled y
beauty Kritsa
Don’t miss this all-around
Samaria Gorge classic Crete village

Start in the mountains

and trek to the sea

Mediterranean
Sea





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2492854549.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2405418353.jpg





EPUB/images/229-3.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_240891235.jpg





EPUB/images/235-1.jpg
Close
relatives
Ancient Greek

Language
family
Indo-European
(Hellenic branch)






EPUB/images/shutterstock_2417848813_(1).jpg





EPUB/images/2H48960.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2436991499.jpg





EPUB/images/14-beyond-matala-cre9.jpg
Agia

Zaroso Varvara e

Agia Galini

2 o Phaestos

Tymbaki® e / Mires (.:‘?rtyna
Kommos & T Agioi Deka

Aroundg  oSivas
Matala®  °Listaros

Kapetaniana,
[ ]

L[]
Lendas






EPUB/images/14-hersonisos-dp-cre9.jpg
HERSONISOS

AGKISARAS

@ Dinosauria Park (7.5km);

= Watercity (13.5km)

AGIOS
IOANNIS

CHERSONISOS
=00
00

/ =0 Acqua Plus
S (lkm)

A 0 1km
®o 0.5 mile
ANISSARAS
Sea of
Crete
(5 5%
%@o
SARANTARIS =
RO
LIMANI
CHERSONISOU ©
(1624
PISKOPIANO
Lychnostatis
2& Q% % o  OpenAir
2 o @3 Museum
%ﬁx TR
KOUTOULOUFARI % (1]





EPUB/images/14-beyond-hersonisos-cre9.jpg
Kato
Gournes Gouves
) Hersonisos
@ o outouloufari

® Malia

Potamiese
Avdoue  ®Krasi

Kastelli

o °
Cave of

Agia Fotini






EPUB/images/14-beyond-iraklio-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/14-iraklio-dp-cre9.jpg
IRAKLIO

Iraklio
Bay

. Xeropotamos

Beach (2.5km);

% Thigatera (3.5km)
Ammoudara Beach

(4.5km)

-

200 m
0.1 miles

®
oo

Ofo/(// %,
/g@/
%

Skordilon

KalokerinoV

l Ogiorg]

4]

Koules

Fortress

old \
Harbour

. Plateia —
i Venizelo
Sofokli %@ 18 Anglon Kannelos (ka),'%
) Karteros Beach
Witsoted % <o (o
%, oV WarerC/{y S0
) s Neal® 7 (I5km); ==
i inosaurium
@ ;g £ e
o g % 4 @é €ofy,
S — Vyronos o Epimendo, /Vea o
S =l s 2 o L "oy
% e g
= @ 1 52 <
4 ® 3 AlmioY X o
Plateia % ?'5 17 i 5]
Nearhou v; e % Koroneoy % 8l
55 6. > ko
% B S - D 2 !
\ =} Plarela @ /\'@“ &
e @ Greco % Agiou Q(;o
g N ok’ To@4Y = :
§ 2 Q M @ Aoy g
= %o) Plateia n eram:’e Kli b §
% Venizelou leraklion atziclaki S,
% ) : aki Y
@ @ 9 & %g Archaeological 7F Q°°
B O, o Museum o
. 2 S;
g 00
=
S
. Monis Odjg, 5
% g, 750 g’%& Plateia
c/%f ; Eleftherias >
= Z & 3
<) K & s
< 2 £
i %, =0
g 0, B O
%} % !
@ %, @% mok’@”a
@
2 .
Plateia 3
Xom‘oal\ of %@ NES Komarw@ a Georgilad
~ .® eorgiades
§ ™ Park
& e
ST
N—
R RS2
(26] g
o
2
3
2 :
Ha(\\aoﬂ"\\‘cup\
-
\&\\\ Plateia 8
Kyprou. g
. S
i E
/(Olaou Plag aQ
o
&
o
| Karag®
\ochee®
- asd® Nikos Kazantzakis
@ =
oF e Lﬂ%a;e) SR\ Museum féim) ’






EPUB/images/14-hersonisos-dp-loc-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/14-iraklio-ch-loc-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/29-4.png





EPUB/images/29-3.png





EPUB/images/13-rethymno-dp-cre9.jpg
Kefalogiannidion

Melissinou

SIS

Plateia ®%

Iro6n Politechniou

(5]
B

>
3
o
@
i
B
o
Plateia
Vardinogianni
Vea
Stoy o
loy Sie
>
o
k&S]
Y.
3
<
L Ga\j(i\\
oo
Z.
.

o nomeared nOWIdoeN

Plateia
Plastira
n
Do
3
i Damvergi
NG
Melissinou ok
%
2 =g OR
%\ rranthyos &5
tzoglou @%
S éArampa?g(ogo oé peggou
o e £3
0 R R g 55
= DD s 230
® S - 0g
% Nardoy ﬁ@ z% %§
z
§
g (5
3 ArgimDOu[ T
3 o Archaeological gy -f Souderon
& Museumof 2 &
Rethymno {11

El‘hn/k,'s -

o
%

(&)
S

Bouniali

*og {soy

City Emblem

< 550m);
Municipal Beach'of
Rethymno (1:25km);
Ammos Suites

(1.25km) &=
S

Marouli

ol






EPUB/images/29-6.png





EPUB/images/29-5.png





EPUB/images/14-arhanes-dp-loc-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_207297640.jpg





EPUB/images/14-beyond-arhanes-cre9.jpg
Tylisos | ] (
J alanl
Agion Myron {anes “Qyma

Dafnes®  raklio's

Paraskles
Cou ry Thrapsano

Arkalokhori ®





EPUB/images/14-arhanes-dp-cre9.jpg
ARHANES ‘ Anemosp/Z la ‘ Fourni A0 200m
a5 L} (3km) Qo 01 miles
Ko : 0=
s
%/, ”*&r %a £
3 % -4 &
5 5 £ _ ‘o=
£ /Oo CLS. &0\5 Agiou Nikolaoy 3 o
3 7 D & g
e Stanag; & X z g
> aki < e °
& 5 N % =
3 0 ‘90%. (s

D/'m,[,/oU
Patouchogiorgj

% Kentriki Plateia
Archanon

@Q

Vathypetm M / @

OR

0 —s 5 km Patsides
0 25mies A I 7
o Kato
oArhanes
Mt Yiouhtas A ce%
[
Arhanes
Pezag
Profitas o m Agies©
llias Vathypetro©  paraskies
Houdetsio






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1969586248.jpg






EPUB/images/shutterstock_2017359704.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2037985913.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2069223584.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1882435333.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1894073845.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1903113424.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1952073889.jpg





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
lonely ¢ planet

Best planpin‘g

advice

~ \%é{ace of
Knossos
guide

Expert tips






EPUB/images/shutterstock_188201507.jpg





EPUB/images/13-rethymno-ch-loc-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/13-rethymno-dp-loc-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/13-plakias-dp-cre9.jpg
PLAKIAS

1km
0.5 miles

>
oo

5]

See Enlargement

o Plakias

Lefkogia 2=
(225km) &%
~

ol

(10}

Libyan Sea






EPUB/images/13-plakias-dp-loc-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/13-spili-dp-loc-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/130-1.jpg
~ 0 20 ki
®o TR
Iraklio
Crete’s dynamic capital captivates
with urban flair, a great archaeological
Sea of museum and a fab nightlife scene.
Crete
IEI
CAR BUS AiaPelagia | i Hersonisos
Hitting t.he road with your own Iraklio has one of the den§est r Traklio| Archaeological A quintessentialtpurist
wheels is the best way to explore bus networks on Crete, with Bay | Museum Kato - town complete with a
Iraklio, especially if you wantto  all major communities served Ammoudarae | Goumgs oGouvesH . beach promenade lined
discover the many of pockets regularly April to October. Tylisos, Iraklio S pnopoi - ® CISONIS0S e with hotels, bars and
of charm away from the main Service is especially frequent Palace Of’<f703305‘@b3katam DI restaurants - and even
communities. The E75 highway  along the north coast but thin Agon  Arhanes Kounavi Malia o Neapoli some charm.
zips you along the north coast.  out in thewffiseason. Mt Psiloritis — Myron © & QI _OAvdou
Hora o (Mt Ida) Profitas © / Peza o Kastelli
Sfakion Plakias Vol | llias Htgdetm OThrapsano Agios ® Agios
s Alagni AN ® Georgios Nikolaos
O { I rkatoknor
Agia Galini Zaros  “Agia Varvara Mt Dikti
Tymbaki b (
5 ) w
Mesara — ppaestos o L’Ilres o <] 3 Mar:)hAano Vi Arhanes
Julf . , : o
Matala GUf alamakio Oolfa{n{larl o Dermati A hub of the Iraklio Wine Country,
The beagh town where Zeps swam Pitsidia ® byrgos 2 this charismatic village is cradled by
ashore with Europa, and hippies KeiatSkages OAni “Tertsa | yineyards, Minoan sites and a mountain

camped out in caves, is still chill, dude. steeped in mythology.

© Lendas

Libyan Sea





EPUB/images/29-2.png





EPUB/images/13-spili-dp-cre9.jpg
500 m
0.25 miles

SPILI @ 0

- nou-AgiasGalipj:

&% o oy Agias s
Epaxvod?\e &

=

— Maravel
Kourtaliotiko Gorge Botanical
(10km) Garden 5
%%Wi—\m
Koxare ® %@

% Spilio
See Main Map

8

O
Asomatos

M&%
Moni Preveli oKerames

) A on






EPUB/images/29-1.png





EPUB/images/13-panormo-dp-cre9.jpg
Giorgos Dagg, Tk

Kladosanery
0O F

S5 Kouklstres Beach
&= (425,
Eparchiaki Oos Peramelos PN Moy %?f’z’?[k)e 1)0S \

Basilica of Aghia Sophia
(aoom) 18





EPUB/images/13-panormo-dp-loc-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_217483600.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2223773419.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2227253445.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2230651063.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2113662170.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2125896023.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2132977277.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2141823587.jpg





EPUB/images/13-beyond-rethymno-cre9.jpg
Panormo
Rethymno ...
® -

o Episkopi s “Maroulas . Margarite
" ili
M Armeni » Gorge Eleutherna

Argyroupoli  Aposioli,  Moni
Arkadiou

o Plakias “Spil Gerakari






EPUB/images/shutterstock_2097650821.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2113003211.jpg





EPUB/images/12-paleohora-dp-loc-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/12-sougia-dp-cre9.jpg
SOUGIA

Agia lIrini \
Agia Irini oﬁr

/

Gorge

oTemema oRodovani J

OMoh‘i“
ol

Lissos o e

ne i

Lissos (3km)

fn ¥/

=0

Saridad

Tsoutl

\ %r A§ia Irini Gorge
75km)

=)
1]

Papaderou

R
@ Saridaki

\

=]
2HO e0






EPUB/images/12-hora-sfakion-dp-loc-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/12-paleohora-dp-cre9.jpg
PALEOHORA
32 Paralia Psilos Volakas
== (175km)

Azog/res % f o = f

Paralia -

Gialiskari (4km); 3=

Anyadri (5km); gg?
Church of Agios

Georgios (5/<m) ‘
Anydri Gorge

- (5km) (z%f

3
& Z
$ 4
s RO 0
& - Halikia Beach
g (Pebble Beach)
e%ma_ :
e
I
o8
o
w
Libyan
Sea

200 m
— 0.1 miles






EPUB/images/13-beyond-panormo-cre9.jpg
G

Melidoni Cave 515
Perama_ % vciidoni

E O k . 0
piskopi o

L]
Zoniana® e Anogia

oApostoli
») N Mt Psiloritis

~ L]

°Fourfouras






EPUB/images/13-beyond-plakias-cre9.jpg
o Armeni
° Argyroupoli

Plakias "
° <]
West to 5
Hania Preveli
Province Beach
Agios
Pavlos

o

Gerakari

L)
Agia
Galini






EPUB/images/12-sougia-dp-loc-cre9.jpg





EPUB/images/13-amari-valley-dt-cre9.jpg
(03
oo

2.5 miles
Thronos‘
Apostoli e
3’ Agla .
Fontlnl %,
%
‘s
S
.Q
Merona39 Q
o00®® Monastiraki —
S i ess® o0 %, Mt Psiloritis
;' ° Mt Ida) i\
"o"
Gerakari 5,
Pt
Lamiotes zo ..ﬁFourfouras
Vrises \ Vizari '-
. Petrochorio =
&
(J
S
3
'ooﬁ'%
®oq0%% K e
AMt Redros . 0! o.'ourou es
Anomeros .:
&
Agios o
. loannis *°
Akoumia «O Nithavris
o H
o
.
[
B
M—bApodoulou
Platanos

o

5 km





EPUB/images/28-5.png





EPUB/images/28-4.png





EPUB/images/28-6.png





EPUB/images/12-hora-sfakion-dp-cre9.jpg
HORA SFAKION

Aradena

>~

. r\«:
Anopoli o

%0

© Loutro

Libyan
Sea

A0

<2 km

0 s — 1 miles

R

(]

Hora
Sfakion





EPUB/images/ISMAIL_FERIK_PASHA_NOVEL.jpg
ISMAIL FERIK PASHA






EPUB/images/shutterstock_644248429.jpg





EPUB/images/lp-logo.jpg
lonely ¢F planet





EPUB/images/shutterstock_682814857.jpg





EPUB/images/P2KNEG.jpg
= Nick ASHDON
A4 L MaroL !

EL ULTIMO DESAFIO A DIoS
25 e e
e S e

N3 s B o
o e . e






EPUB/images/shutterstock_682817917.jpg





EPUB/images/palace-of-knossos-IH-1.jpg
Palace of

Knossos
The Highlights in Two Hours

The Palace of Knossos is Crete’s bus-
iest tourist attraction, and for good
reason. A spin around the partially
and imaginatively reconstructed com-
plex (shown here as it was thought to
be at its peak) delivers an eye-opening
glimpse into the remarkably sophis-
ticated society of the Minoans, who
dominated southern Europe some
4000 years ago.

From the ticket booth, follow the trail
to the left to the 1 North Entrance
where the Charging Bull fresco gives
you a first taste of Minoan artistry.
Continue to the Central Court and join
the queue waiting to glimpse the mys-
tical 2 Throne Room, which proba-
bly hosted religious rituals. Turn right
as you exit and follow the stairs up
to the so-called Piano Nobile, where
replicas of the palace’s most famous
artworks conveniently cluster in the
3 Fresco Room. Walk the length of
the Piano Nobile, pausing to look at
the clay storage vessels in the West
Magazine. Circle back and descend
to the 4 South Portico, beautifully
decorated with the Cup Bearer fresco.
Make your way back to the Central
Court and head to the palace’s eastern
wing to admire the architecture of the
5 Grand Staircase that led to what
Sir Arthur Evans imagined to be the
royal family’s private quarters. For
a closer look at some rooms, walk to
the south end of the courtyard, stop-
ping for a peek at the 6 Prince of the
Lilies Fresco, and head down to the
lower floor. A highlight here is the 7
Queen’s Megaron (Evans imagined
this was the Queen’s chambers), play-
fully adorned with a fresco of frolick-
ing dolphins. Stay on the lower level
and make your way to the 8 Giant
Pithoi, huge clay jars used for stor-
age.

5 @ Fresco — > =
2 Room FOODTIP 3 H
2 Takeinsweep- e BE 8
r4 . . (4 >
& ingviewsofthe appetite for H g
£ palace grounds amealin H B
3 fomthewest Ithek?eavrv by < 3
2 wing's upper éiur"‘t’ry L B i
o1 : ) @ k
5 floor,the Piano amid SE o
Nobile, sunbaked [ . .
before studying fIOEeS lalnd © Throne Room © North Entrance
copies of I;’z IL:’; s?)yust'h Sir Arthur Evans, who b_egan expava‘Fing Bulls held a special status in Minoan
© South Porti the palace's of Knossos. the Palace of Knossos n 1900, imagined society, as evidenced by the famous relief
- outh Por “t:fo ; most famous the mythical King Minos himself holding fresco of a charging beast gracing the
U']necfeS(BioeS: mos| ba[pohUtShY artworks in its court seated on the alabaster throne of this columned west bastion of the north palace,
‘“I up ?arer, em ﬁ IS ) Is Fresco Room. beautifully proportioned room. However, which harboured workshops and storage
palaceentiance ancnore the lustral basin and griffin frescoes sug- 10OMS.
&Z]:gafg';’r?eogzg ()St]jggﬁze gestareligious purpose, possibly undera
The Horns of Consecration s E N pnesltess © Grand Staircase
recreated nearby once topped > A ‘ The royal apartments in
the entire south facade. ~ “ the eastern wing were
Koy accessed via this monu-
ot mental staircase sporting
Court | 7| ‘ four flights of gypsum steps
West - # | ‘ supported by columns.
s! b “ - The lower two flights are

(e
... Magazines
W Mgy (,/ -

S,
e

original. It's closed to the

, © GiantPithoi
These massive clay jars are rare
remnants from the Old Palace

PLANNING

To beat the crowds and avoid the heat, arrive
bang on opening or two hours before closing.
Budgetone or two hours to explore the site
thoroughly.

period and were used to store
wine, oil and grain. The jars were
transported by slinging ropes
through a series of handles.

L fa

O Prince of the @ Queen’s

Lilies Fresco 5 = Megaron %
One of Knossos' most 2 ’ The queen'sroomis 2
beloved frescoes = - among the prettiestin the 3
was controversially H S residential eastern wing %
cobbled together from § % thanks to the playful Dol- §
various fragments and I 3 phin Fresco. The adjacent g
shows a young man : : bathroom (with clay tub) 3
adorned in lilies and 8 b andtoilet are evidence of g
peacock feathers. ® ® &= % a sophisticated drainage ©
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Hania

Hania

COAST, MOUNTAINS AND HISTORY

The west of Crete is presided over by the
alluring port city of Hania, once Venice's jewel
of a capital and now a place enjoyed in equal
parts by visitors and residents. The region
features Europe’s grandest gorge, a score of
idyllic beaches, timeless mountain villages and
dramatic terrain you can literally get lost in.

Rethymno

MOUNTAIN ROADS, SOULFUL LEGACIES
AND ADYNAMIC CITY

Rethymno is peppered with historic sites and
natural wonders. Ribbons of mountain road
wind through the timeless interior, where you'll
find Minoan tombs, Venetian strongholds and
enduring monasteries, especially that jewel of
the Cretan soul: Moni Arkadiou. The eponymous
capitalis a bustle of atmosphere-soaked lanes
lorded over by a grand fortress. In contrast,
the south coast boasts bewitching beaches in
seductive isolation.

Rethymno

sdla s
Lasithi
NATURAL SPACES AND ANCIENT PLACES

Crete’s easternmost region is home to the
busy resorts Agios Nikolaos and Elounda.
Paradoxically, this is also the wildest region, with
the richest biodiversity and the least trampled
ranges. Explorers and adventurers will find much
to occupy them here: great cycling, challenging
trekking and a passel of historic sights, from
Moni Toplou to notorious Spinalonga Island.
Sandy pleasures can begin with famous Vai
Beach and end at Xerokambos.

Iraklio

Iraklio

MINOAN TREASURES, SUBLIME BEACHES
AND INVITING VINEYARDS

Iraklio is Crete’s most dynamic region, home
to almost half the island’s population and its
unmissable Minoan Palace of Knossos. A few
kilometres inland from the busy coast, villages
sweetly lostintime soldier on. Taste the
delicious vintages from Iraklio Wine Country.
On the quiet southern coast, Matala is the
only developed resort and anchors walks to
unconfined beaches

Lasithi
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Exceptinand around Agios
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acaris essential for getting to
eastern Crete’s most magical
spots. Renting an off-road vehicle

Sea of Crete is useful for reaching remote

BUS

The bus service between Agios
Nikolaos, Sitia and lerapetrais
frequent, especially on weekdays.
Smaller towns like Palekastro and
Zakros have limited connections.
There's a summer service to Vai,
but none to the Lasithi Plateau.

Sitia
Alively waterfront makes this city
with a small-town feel the perfect

launchpad for day trips along
Crete's eastern coast.
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The capital of Lasithi, with its mysterious
lake and sparkling bay, exudes big-city
sophistication despite its modest size.

lerapetra Zakros

Crete's southernmost town is a relaxed
coastal base with easy access to
beaches and a mountainscape dotted

Libyan Sea

Untamed mountains and coast tucked
into Crete’s southeastern tip invite going
slow and getting cosy with nature.

with charming villages.
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