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Dear Friends, 

 

In 2011 my brother Adam married Christina Lazaridi (right), a 

professor of screenwriting, who although long settled in New 

York is unquestionably Greek. She comes from an old and 

distinguished family, established in Constantinople but living 

since the 1930s in Thessaloniki, Greeceôs second city. I had 

met her mother but not her brother or the other members of 

her family; I had never seen the place she grew up, which was 

important now not only to her but to my brother and to their 

young daughter (my niece Arianna), who is Greek enough to 

speak that fearsomely difficult language. Also I had never 

been to Greece (except once to the airport in 1981 on my way 

to Israel). So I arranged to go there and visit them at Christmas time, when Adam and 

Christina and Arianna would all be there, and to do some tourism in Athens first. When 

my brother Christopher heard of this plan he wanted to come too ï he had been there a 

couple of times already, but why not again? And then Adamôs son, my nephew Noah, 

who had been living in Israel but was ready for a change, decided to come as well. So it 

was shaping up as a Big Fat Greek-Jewish family party. On December 7 I went to the 

airport and flew away to Greece, planning to continue on to Cyprus and return on the 

second of January.1  

 

When I changed planes in Athens in 1981, 

Greece (beautiful flag at left, arms at right) 

became country #27*, the asterisk like a scarlet 

letter to show that while technically I could 

count it, I couldnôt truly claim it.2 But coming 

into Athens in a taxi on December 8, 2015, I 

was really in Greece by anyoneôs reckoning.   

 

Athens  The Greek capital is a busy place. A lot of the architecture 

is modern, but redeemed somehow from banality by the balconies 

that appear on every floor of nearly every high-rise (right), which 

donôt really rise all that high. The balconies, with their individual 

freight of awnings and furniture and plants and bicycles and 

sometimes laundry, make the building surfaces varied and 

particular, quite different from the flat and alienating uniformity of 

                                              
1  ñFor the goodman is not at home, he is gone a long journey: he hath taken a bag of money with 

him, and will come home at the day appointed.ò Proverbs 7:19-20.  

2  A scarlet grapheme, really, or maybe a glyph. I actually was in Greece in 1981 ï if I had swiped 

a candy bar from an airport kiosk, the Greek police would have brought me to a Greek jail. But it 

was only a technicality. ñFor the letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life.ò 2 Corinthians 3:6.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grapheme
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glyph
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similar streets in, for example, Miami. Passing down an ordinary street in downtown 

Athens makes a person feel pleasantly like a goldfish swimming between reefs. 

 

That doesnôt mean there are not plenty of distinguished buildings in Athens. Many lovely 

Beaux Arts mansions are now converted to consulates or museums or fancy offices. 

Some are in superb condition (below left: the Benakis Museum) and some are in a 

romantic state of decay (below center). Athens also has some very dramatic Greek 

Revival structures, like the National Library (below right). 

 

I was the first to arrive at the modest but unfortunately named Hotel Phaedra. Phaedra, 

grand-daughter of the Sun and half-sister of the Minotaur, was married to the Greek hero 

Theseus of Athens, but developed an uncontrollable passion for his son Hippolytus. She 

told Theseus, falsely, that Hippolytus had raped 

her, and Hippolytus was killed, either by his 

father or by a sea-monster depending on whom 

you believe. Phaedra then committed suicide out 

of remorse. If I had a hotel I wouldnôt name it to 

recall this gloomy story. Right: Phaedra, by 

Alexandre Cabanel (1880).  

 

Our 

stay at 

the Phaedra was considerably more cheerful. A 

couple of days after I arrived Noah flew in from 

Tel Aviv, and my brothers came a week later. 

The hotel was in a very old quarter of Athens 

called the Plaka, just below the Acropolis, 

largely pedestrian streets (left) with some small 

restaurants. On the little street next to the hotel 

stands the Choragic Monument of Lysicrates, 

from the 4th century BC3; at the end of the 

street, where you go to look for a taxi, is what remains of the Roman Arch  of Hadrian 

                                              
3  A monument to Lysicrates as a sponsor of Greek choral performances. There used to be lots of 

these monuments on this street, which led to the Theatre of Dionysios. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Choragic_Monument_of_Lysicrates
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arch_of_Hadrian_%28Athens%29
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(second century AD). So it was a picturesque neighborhood, helped along by the giant 

mass of the Acropolis, with its massive retaining wall, hanging just above. 

 

Noah and I had almost a week in Athens before my brothers got there, and we spent them 

in intensive tourism. The thing I most wanted to see in Athens was of course the 

Acropolis, site of the remains of the Parthenon and one of the great bucket-list sights of 

the world. On the sound principle that you should see first the thing you want to see most, 

because who knows what will happen, we went there the day after Noah arrived. We took 

a taxi as far as a taxi could take us, but then it became a matter of climbing flight after 

flight of dangerously uneven stone steps ï the supposed disabled lift was said to be itself 

disabled. Whether I believed that or not, I still couldnôt use it, so it was clamber, rest, and 

clamber some more until I finally made it, panting and amazed, to the top.4   

 

It certainly was thrilling to be there right 

in front of the very building I had heard 

about all my life, had studied in school, 

etc. But it was not as thrilling as I wanted 

it to be. It has to be said that the Acropolis, 

and the Parthenon, have seen much better 

days. It would have been better, for 

example, if the Turks had not used it as a 

ammunition magazine, and if the Vene-

tians had not (perhaps deliberately) ignited 

the ammunition by lobbing a shell into it 

in 1687, when the structure was already 

well over 2000 years old.5 Large portions 

are fallen or ruined, there is almost no white marble left (just weathered yellow stone), a 

lot of the decoration has been removed to the New Parthenon Museum (or to England), 

and the interior of what is left of the building is now occupied by a huge crane and other 

construction equipment used in the ongoing restoration.  

 

It wasnôt until Noah and I went up another hill  (Mount Lycabettus, more than a mile 

away as the crow flies) that we were able to see the Parthenon and the Acropolis in its 

true setting, all the damage veiled by distance, still dominating a city now extending far 

beyond anything Pericles could have imagined.6 We stayed quite a while on Mount 

                                              
4  ñGod is my strength and power: and he maketh my way perfect. He maketh my feet like hindsô 

feet: and setteth me upon é high places.ò 2 Samuel 22:34-35. 

5  The Parthenon was built (437-432 BC) where the old Temple of Athena had stood until the 

Persians destroyed it in 480. The Athenians swore not to rebuild the temples of the Acropolis, but 

changed their minds at the urging of the charismatic Pericles.  

6  There was a funicular railway called the Teleferik going up this hill, so I didnôt have to climb it 

leg over leg as I had with the Acropolis. 
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Lycabettus, taking in the view (below). It seems a bit strange to be more thrilled by an 

ancient monument a mile away than right in front of it, but there it was. 

 

There was plenty more to see in Athens. One of the best sights was the changing of the 

guard at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier in front of the Parliament House in Syntagma 

Square. They do this every day, but on Sunday mornings 

they do a special blowout called the Grand Change, 

with the entire unit present, and a military band. The 

soldiers, called evzones, wear an elaborate uniform 

including a kilt (the foustanella) with 400 pleats to 

represent the 400 years of Turkish occupation. The 

uniform is based on the costume of the klephts, irregular 

forces who played an important role in the 19th century 

War of Independence. Their shoes, loaded with metal 

nails to make a snapping sound on the pavement, weigh 

3½ pounds each. The stylized movements of the 

evzones, more a dance than a military drill, made a brilliant sight ï see a video clip here.7 

 

We went to lots of museums, also. The Athens City Museum is in the small palace once 

occupied by King Otto, the first king of the newly established Greek Kingdom, who was 

run out of town in 1862. His throne room was a good place to meditate on how fleeting is 

power, how are the mighty fallen, etc. The National Historical Museum was full of 

images of klepht chieftains and other heroes of the War of Independence (below: 

Dimitrios Makris); there also was the original chamber of the first Greek Parliament, with     

                                              
7  The clip is not of the Grand Change, and does not show the white ceremonial uniform with its 

richly embroidered tunic, but does give an idea of what their movement looks like. For details of 

the elements of the ceremonial uniform, look here. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mBSnfPGY19g
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evzones#Ceremonial_uniforms
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a dramatic painting of the parliamentary leaders of the time, 

assembled by the artist with not a face hidden, all dead now 

and mostly all forgotten.8 

 

The Heraklion Archaeological Museum had a remarkable 

exhibition recreating the mechanical inventions of ancient 

Greek engineering. Most of them were used only for frivolous 

purposes like pouring wine ï a notable example is the steam 

engine of Hero of Alex-

andria (right), which was 

only used for opening the 

doors of a temple. But it 

would not have taken much more engineering for it to 

have been applied to serious industrial purposes, 

including transportation. If Alexander the Great had 

had a working steam engine, for example, he would 

not have had to withdraw from the borders of India, 

but could have provided his armies with regular 

rotations and reliable supply by steamship or even land cruiser. They would then 

probably not have mutinied, and we might still have a Hellenistic world state today.9  

 

The Numismatic Museum was also  

worth remembering. Not only did it 

have one of the greatest collections in 

the world, beautifully presented, but it 

was housed in the grand mansion that 

Heinrich Schliemann, the discoverer 

of Troy, built for himself in 1878-80 

(left).10 Similarly memorable was the 

Cycladic Museum, with its collection 

of ancient sculptures (right) that look like they were created by Modigliani or Brancusi.11 

And there was a lot more I could have seen if Iôd had another few days. But now it was 

time to start our road trip if we were going to be in Thessaloniki for Christmas week. 

 

                                              
8  ñHowl, fir tree; for the cedar is fallen; because the mighty are spoiled: howl, O ye oaks of 

Bashan; for the forest of the vintage is come down.ò Zechariah 11:2. 

9  I leave it to others to decide whether that would have been a good idea, or not. The illustration is 

not of the model at the Heraklion. 

10  He called it the Iliou Melathron ï Palace of Troy. 

11  This one is dated between 2800 and 2300 BC. 
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The Road Trip  So we piled into the largest car Avis could offer us, plugged in the GPS, 

and set off. Even the largest car was a squeeze, but Noah masterfully shoe-horned four 

sets of luggage into the trunk.12 Our first stop was Corinth, where I wanted to see the 

famous canal. Corinth was built on a narrow isthmus connecting Attica in mainland 

Greece with the Peloponnesus. In ancient times, the barrier this posed to sea commerce 

prompted efforts to cut a canal through the isthmus, but that proved too hard to do. So 

instead the ancients (starting around 600 BC) built a paved highway called the Diolkos to 

bring their ships over 

the mountain ridge 

(3½ miles; apex at 

259 feet) and down 

the other side. They 

used log rollers, but 

also cut a track 

through a stone pave-

ment for wheeled ship 

carriages, much like a 

modern railway. The 

ships were unloaded first and stripped of cargo and fittings, which were sent separately 

over the mountain on rollers or by pack train.13  

 

In the 19th century, though, determined Greek 

statesmen managed to cut the canal. It was 

completed in 1893, but the debt to finance the 

project bankrupted the Greek state.14 The canal 

itself proved impractical due to instability of the 

canal walls, and it is now used mainly for cruise 

ships and tour boats (like the one just out of the 

picture at right). I wanted to go on one of those 

tour boats, but they donôt run in the wintertime. 

                                              
12  It was a good thing none of us brought along our skis. 

13  Drawing by Jacques Martin. For more of his remarkable images of the ancient world, begin 

looking here.  For a stunningly beautiful animated recreation of the Diolkos and its use, begin 

here. 

14  It was not all due to the canal ï there was also a drastic reparation to pay after Greece lost the 

Greco-Turkish War  of 1897. An International Financial Commission was instituted to supervise 

repayment of the Greek debt, a situation that resonates with the current unhappy Greek debt 

crisis. The Commission kept control of customs revenues, tobacco taxes, and monopolies on 

items like salt, oil and matches, well into the 1930s.   

http://lectraymond.forumactif.com/t1279p30-belles-images-des-albums#64096
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mG-8uaCxzq8
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greco-Turkish_War_%281897%29
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After Corinth, the next stop was lunch. We were sort of wandering around, having missed 

our turnoff, when Noah took the conn and led us without hesitation to a small local 

restaurant on a narrow secluded street facing the water. It was the kind of place where, 

rather than have us order from the menu, the lady in charge took us back into the kitchen 

to show us what she had on hand ï fresh fish, for 

example, and fresh vegetables, and olives grown on 

the property. As she served us, her husband came in 

from making wine out in the garden (from his own 

grapes); the gray-green Gulf of Corinth sloshed right 

outside the glass doors of the dining room.15 We took 

what she offered us, and it kept coming, and was all 

delicious, and cost hardly anything by American standards. After that we always made 

Noah choose the restaurant, and he never failed us.16  

 

Greek is a language so difficult as to be almost impossible for ordinary people. It was 

fortunate for us that Christopher could speak Greek, because no one else in our party 

could.17 We knew the alphabet, so we could more or less sound out words on signs, 

except where mp stood for b and y became f and even sounding out became treacherous. 

But the real problem was that even when sounded out correctly, the words were still in 

Greek, so we couldnôt understand them. Hereôs what Greek looks like, in a passage from 

ñIthaka,ò by Constantine Cafavy (1911). 

Ɇ  ɓɔŮ ɠ ůŰ ɜ ˊɖɔŬɘɛ  ɔɘ  Ű ɜ ɗɎəɖ, 

ɜ  Ů ɢŮůŬɘ ɜ ɜŬɘ ɛŬəɟ ɠ  ŭɟɧɛɞɠ, 

ɔŮɛɎŰɞɠ ˊŮɟɘˊɏŰŮɘŮɠ, ɔŮɛɎŰɞɠ ɔɜɩůŮɘɠ. 

ɇɞɡɠ ȿŬɘůŰɟɡɔɧɜŬɠ əŬɘ Űɞɡɠ ȾɨəɚɤˊŬɠ, 

Űɞ ɗɡɛɤɛɏɜɞ ɄɞůŮɘŭɩɜŬ ɛɖ űɞɓɎůŬɘ. 

When you depart for Ithaca, 

wish for the road to be long, 

full of adventure, full of knowledge. 

Donôt fear the Laistrygonians and the Cyclops, 

the angry Poseidon. 

For the sound of Greek, here is George Barbanis (author of the translation) reading some 

of the same poem in the original. For a remarkable animation, giving the impression that 

Cafavy himself is reciting this terrific poem aloud in English, look here. 

                                              
15  I went out there to powder my nose and got drenched by the salt spray; when I opened the door 

the wind from the Gulf blew the rugs right across the room. 

16  The food was delicious, and abundant, and reasonably priced, just about everywhere we went in 

Greece. Taramasalata (fish roe dip) with pita. Eggplant salad. Cucumbers and onions and 

tomatoes and olives. Lamb. Fish. Stuffed grape leaves. Special bean soup. Moussaka. 

Unimaginable country sausages. And flaky pastries full of honey. I wish I had some right now. 

And licorice-tasting ouzo, cloudy like Pernod. After this trip I now think Greek food is the best in 

the world. Of course when Iôm in Italy I think theirs is the best in the world, too, but there is so 

much more of it in Greece, and they never seem to miss.  

17  Christopher insists that he cannot really speak Greek, a claim that would be a lot more convincing 

if (1) we hadnôt seen him do it, and (2) he didnôt say the same thing about eight or nine other 

languages he can also speak, enough to get by anyway.  

http://users.hol.gr/~barbanis/cavafy/Cavafy-Ithaca.mp3
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eN7MV2LIvSA
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The next stop was Delphi, at the foot of Mount 

Parnassus, in antiquity the site of the most famous 

oracle in Greece. In the Temple of Apollo a priestess 

called the Pythia (sometimes in English the Pythoness) 

sat on a tripod over a cleft in the earth.18 Inhaling the 

fumes from this cleft, she spoke from a reverie or 

frenzy to answer questions put to her, one special day a 

month, after receiving substantial fees.19 Her answers 

were often obscure, like riddles, and subject to many 

interpretations ï we now call such utterances delphic.20 

People, and official embassies, came from all over the 

Greek world to consult Apollo by questioning the 

Pythia; it was not uncommon for a favorable answer to be given to the delegation that 

paid the largest bribe.  

 

There is not much left of the ancient site. 

The main surviving structure has only 

three columns standing. This was not the 

Temple of Apollo but a much smaller 

round building called the Tholos, 

dedicated to Athena.21 There is a mournful 

quality to Delphi, ruined as it is ï the 

oracle has been out of business since 395 

AD. The site is quite steep and I was 

prepared to skip it, but they had a brand 

new golf cart just for creaky old visitors like me. It had just been delivered the day 

before, and I became its proto-geezer. 

After Delphi, and another epic lunch, we headed for the monastic district of Metéora. 

There six monasteries, mostly of medieval foundation, survivors of more than twenty, 

cling to the tops of sandstone pinnacles. Below are a map and a representative view. 

                                              
18  She was called the Pythia after the old name of the site, where Apollo slew the serpent Python 

and took his earth-power. Python was a child of the earth-goddess Gaia, whose shrine Delphi 

used to be. This legend may reflect the capture by the invading Greeks of a holy place of the pre-

Hellenic religion. There were several oracles on this site before it became Apolloôs. Todayôs 

python snakes take their name from Gaiaôs Python. 

19  Theories about the fumes and the frenzy include ethlyene gas from a fault in the earth, burning 

oleander, and pure showmanship. 

20  For a partial list of oracular responses from Delphi, preserved from antiquity, look here.  

21  The omphalos was at Delphi, too. This was the center of the world in the old Greek religion. But 

there is also one in Jerusalem. How many centers can the world have? When I was coming up the 

center of the world was at the Plaza Hotel on 59th Street. 

1.%09https:/en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_oracular_statements_from_Delphi
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Metéora means in the 

middle of the air, and 

indeed that is how they 

seem. In past times the 

only access was by 

precarious rope ladders 

(which could be with-

drawn if necessary) and 

wicker baskets raised on 

pulleys. It is said that 

the monks did not 

replace the ropes until 

God allowed them to 

break. This policy discouraged casual (or hostile) access. Now there are stone steps, and a 

paved but winding road leads near to the remaining monasteries. There are also gondolas 

on cables, restricted to monks and workmen. There are more tourists than monks these 

days. There was only one monastery that could be reached without clambering, and the 

path to it was closed the day we went. But as with the Acropolis, distant views were more 

rewarding than close ones. Metéora was not only the most remarkable and memorable 

place I saw in Greece, I think it is one of the peak sights of the whole world.   

 

As we left the Metéora district we stopped at an icon emporium, which had icons of 

every Eastern saint anyone had ever heard of, and then drove for a while on some 

agreeably isolated back roads. But we needed to be in Thessaloniki by evening, and as 

night fell we turned the car over to the GPS and lit out for the city. It was a great 

experience for us all to travel together like this; our four outsized personalities managed 

to spend three days squished tightly into a car without a hint of disharmony. Left: the 

journey, shown in yellow, with a few other 

places noted too. Below: Christopher, 

David and Noah (Adam took the picture). 


