Dear Friends,

In 2011 my brother Adam married Christina Lazardiht), a
professor of screevriting, who althoughlong settled in New
York is unquestionablyGreek She comes from an old an
distinguished family, established in Constantinople but djv
since the 1930s in Thessal
met her mothebut not her brother othe other members of
her family, | had never seen the place she greywpch was
important now not only to her but to my brother and to t
youngdaughter (my nieceArianng, who is Greek enough t
speak that fearsomely difficult language. Also | had n
been to Greece (except once to the airport in 1981 on m
to Israe). So | arrange 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 comé tmohad been there a
couple of times already, b ut, mwiephewNaahi, agai
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 Grelwish family party. On December 7 | went to the
airport and flew away to Greece, planningctntinue on taCyprusand return on the

secad of January

When | changed planes in Athens 1981,
Greece (beautiful flag at left, arms at righfy
became country #27*, the asterigie a scarlet
letter to show that while technically | coul
e countit, | c 0 u | dchaiéntit.? Butr canhing

into Athens in a taxi on December 8, 2015 I
wasreallyi n Gr eece by anyoneds r

Athens The Greekcapitalis a busyplace A lot of the architecture
is modern, but redeemed somehow from bnay the balconiesgE =i [TE

that appear on every floor of negagvery highrise (right), which & A"
donot real l y ri se awith their incavidual ’
freight of awnings andfurniture and plants and bicycles a
sometimes laundry, make the building surfaces varled
particular, quite different from ¢hflatand alienatinginiformity of

L fiFor thegoodmanis not at home, he is gone a long journkg:hath taken a bag of money with

him,andwilcome home at the day -@ppointed. o6 Proverbs

A scarletgrapheme really, or maybe glyph. | actuallywasin Greece in 1981 if | had swiped
a candy bar from an airport kiosk, the Greek police would have broughtan@neek jail. But it
was only a t teeddtter killeth, but theyspirit givEtlolife. 2 Cor i nt hi ans 3:


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grapheme
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glyph

similar streets in, for example, Mianfassing down an ordinary street in downtown
Athensmakes a person feel pleasantly like a goldfish swimming between reefs.

That doesnd6t mean t hercbuildingsin AttehsMgnylovelyt v o f
Beaux Arts mansionsre now converted to consulates or museums or fancy offices.
Some are in superb conditidbelow left: the Benakis Museum) and some are in a
romantic state of decay (belowente). Athens also has someery dramatic Greek
Revival structures, like thidational Library(belowright).

| was the first to arrive at the modest but unfortunately named Hotel Phaedra. Phaedra,
granddaughter of the Sun ardlf-sister of the Minotaymwas married to the Grediero
Theseus of Athens, but developed an uncontrollable passion for his son Hipp8hgus

told Theseus, falsely, that Hippolytus had rap
her, and Hippolytus was Kkilled, either kys
father or by a semonsterdepending on who e
you believe. Phaedra thecommitted suicide ou
of remorse. I f 1 had |
recall this gloomy story.Right Phaedra by
Alexandre Cabanel (1880).

Our
| stay at ‘ B

the Phaedra was considerably more chee#ful.
couple ofdays after | arrivedNoahflew in from
Tel Aviv, and my brothergamea week later.
The hotel was in a very old quarter of Athens
| called the Plakajust below the Acropolis
largely pedestrian streefeft) with somesmall
restaurantsOn the little street next to the hotel
stands the Choragic Monument of Lysicrates
from the 4th centurysc®; at the end of the
street, wherg/ou go to look for a taxiis what remains of the Romairch _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, whiachttethe Theatre of Dionysios.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Choragic_Monument_of_Lysicrates
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arch_of_Hadrian_%28Athens%29

(secondcenturyAD). So it was a picturesqueeighborhood helped along by the giant
mass of the Acropoljsvith its massive retaining walhanging just above.

Noah and | had almost a week in Athee$doe my brothergot there and we spent them

in intensive tourism. The thingg most wanted to see in Athens was of course the
Acropolis, site of the remains of the Parthenon and one of the greatistkaihts of

the world. On the sound principle thau 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 aacould take us but then it became a matter of climbing flight after

flight of dangerously meven stone stepisthe supposed disabled lift was said tatbelf
disabledWh et her | believed that or not, I stil
clamber some more until | finally madepanting ancamazed, to the tob.

It certainy was thrilling to be there right
in front of the very building | had heard
about all my life, had studied in school,
etc. But it was not as thrilling as | wanted
it to be.It has to be said that the Acropolis,
and the Parthenon, have seen much better
days It would have been betterfor
example,if the Turks had not used it as a
ammunition magazine, and if the Vene
tians had nofperhaps deliberatelyynited
the ammunition by lobbing a shell into it
in 1687, whenthe structurewas already
well over 2000 years ol Large portions
arefallen orruined, there is almost nehite marble left(just weathered yellow stone,

lot of the decoration has been removed to the New Parthenon M{setonEngland)
and the interior of what is left of the buildingrisw occupied by a huge crane and other
construction equipmenised inthe ongoing restoration.

It wasnot unt i | andtrerhih (Maumtd_ycdbettuse mote thaapmile
away as the crow flieghatwe were able to see the Parthenon and the Atsopoits
true settingall the damage veiled by distancgtjll dominatinga city now extending far
beyond anything Pericles could have imagihatfe stayed quite a while on Mount

4 fnGod is my strength and power: and he maketh
feet: and setteth me upo3d é high places. 0 2 Sa
5 The Parthenon was built (43B2 BC) where the old Temple of Atherfzad 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.

There was a funicular railway called theleferikgoing up this hill s o | didndét have
leg over leg as | had with the Acropolis.



Lycabettus, taking in theiew (below). It seems a bit strange to be mitwdled by an
ancient monument a mile away than right in front of it, but there it was.
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There was plenty more to see in Athens. One of the best sights was the changing of the
guard at the Tomb of the Unknov8oldierin front of the Parllamenﬂouseln Syntagma
Square. They do this every day, but on Sunday mornft = = = =

they do a special blowout called ti&rand Change ©
with the entire unit presenand a military band. The.
soldiers, calledevzones wear an elaborate uniforn.
including a kilt (thefoustanelld with 400 pleats to,
represent the 400 years of Turkish occupatidhe ——
uniform is based on the costume of kiephts irregular |
forces who played an important role in the 19th cent= %
War of Independencelheir shoes, loaded with meteé=
nails to make a sp@ing sound on the pavement, wei
3% pounds eachThe stylized movements of th
evzonesmore a dance than a military drill, made a brilliant sigb¢e a video clipere.’

We went to lots omuseums, also. The Athens City Museum is in the small palace once
occupied by King Otto, the first king of the newly established Greek Kingddmm was

run out of town in 188. His throne room was a good place to meditate on how fleeting i
power, how are the mighy fallen, etc.The National Historical Museum was full of
images ofklepht chieftains and other heroes of the War of Independence (below
Dimitrios Makrig); there also was the original chamber of the first Greek Parliament, with

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 likaetiads of
the elements of the ceremonial uniform, I¢ee.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mBSnfPGY19g
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evzones#Ceremonial_uniforms

~ | adramatic pating of the parliamentary leaders of the time
assembled by the artist with not a face hidddhdead now
andmostly all forgotter?

The Her&lion ArchaeologicalMuseum had a remarkable
. exhibition recreating the mechanicaiventions of ancient
" Gree engineering. Most of them were used only for frivolous
. purposes like pouring wink a notable exaple is the steam
2 engine of Heroof Alex-
. andria (right), which was e e stoarn exioat
”1 only usedfor opening the "7y causes sphere to spin
doors of a temple. But it
would not have taken much more engimeg for it to
have been applied to serious istlial purposes,
including transportation. If Alexanddghe Greathad
had a working steam engine, for example, he wo
not have had to withdraw from the borders of Ind
but could haveprovided his armies ih regular '
rotations and reliable supply by steamship or even land cruiser. They would then
probably not have mutinied, and we might still hav¢edienisticworld state today.

directional nozzle

=—steam rises
through tubes

water vaporized
in heated kettle

The Numismatic Museunwas also
WOY MEAMOPON worth remembering Not only did it
s haveone of thegreaestcollectiors in
the world beautifully presented, but i
was housed in the grand mansibtiat
Heinrich Schliemann, the discovert
: 4 §d of Troy, built for himself in187880
-‘EAAHNlrli(‘H‘ arvokparia 6074 (1eft).° Similarly memorablewas the
Cycladic Museum, with it€ollecion
of ancientsculptures (right) that look like they were created by Modigliani or BraHEUSL
And there was a | ot mo amethel fencdayBlutchowlt wase s e e
time to start our road trip if we were going to be in Thessaloniki fois@as week.

POV OOw T voewe

AHowl , fir tree; for the cedar is fall en; be
Bashan;forthefoest of the vintage is come down. 0 Zech

| 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 thdliou Melathroni Palace of Troy.

11 This oneis dated between 28GMhd 230GcC.



The Road Trip So we piled into the largest car Avis could offer us, pluggederGFs,
and set off. Even the largest car was a squeeze, but Noah masterfullyoshea four
sets of luggage into the truhkOur first stop was Corinth, wher wanted to see the
famous canal. Corinth was built on a narrow isthmus connecting Attica in mainland
Greece with the Peloponnesiis.ancienttimes, the barrier this posed to sea commerce
promptedefforts to cut a canal through the isthmus, thait proved too hard to do. So
instead the ancien{starting around 608cC) built a paved highway called thzolkosto
2 =T bring their shipsover

the mountain ridge
(3%2 miles; apex at
259 feet) and down
the other side They
used bg rollers, but
also cut a track
through a stone pave
mentfor wheeledship
carriages, much like a

; % s modern railway. Te
ships wereunloadedflrst andstripped of cargo and flttlngs which wesentseparately
over the mountaion rollers orby pack train'3

[

lorsque nous aurons &ccoste, Il faudra pher les voiles ,
bisser le mar el rassambler /es rames ensuile, SHendre
un charior. De l'autre cofé ,arrivés dans /a mer lonienne,

rnous devrons rout recommencer & /'inverse

u—//

In the 19th century, though, @emined Greek|
statesmenmanaged to cut the canal. It wglg &S
completed in 183, but thedebt to finance the S &
project bankrupted th&reek staté* The canal &
itself proved impractical due to instability of thy
canal walls, and it is now used mainly for crui®
ships and tour boatdike the one just out of the =
picture atright). | wanted tago onone of thosef
tour boat s, but t hey

4

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 Dakos and its use, begin
here.

14 It was not all due to the canalthere was also a drastic red#oa to pay after Greece lost the

Greco-Turkish War_ of 1897. Aninternational Financial Commission was instituted to supervis
repaymentof the Greek debt, a situation that resesatith 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

After Corinth, the next stop was lunch. We were sort of wandering around, having missed
our turnoff, when Mah took the conn and led wsthout hesitationto a small local
restaurant on a narrow secluded street facing the water. It was the kind of place where
rather tharhave usorder from the menuhe lady in charge took us back mto the kitchen

to show us wat shehad on handi fresh fish, for g
example, and fresh vegetables, and olives grown
the property As sheserval us her husbandamein
from making wine out in the garden (from his ovi® ;
grapes) the graygreen Gulf of Corinth sld®d right ,,ﬂ

outside theglass door®f the dining roomt® We took u)

what she offered us, ariikept coming, and was all\i&

delicious, and cost hardly anything by American standards. After that we always made
Noah choose the restaurant, and he never failé¥l us.

Greek is a languageo difficult as to be almost impossibfer ordinary peoplelt was

fortunate for us that Christopher could speak Greek, because no one else in our party
could!” We knew the alphabet, so wepuld more or lessoundout words on signs

except wherenp stoodfor b andy becamd and eversoundingout became treacherous.

But the real problem was that even when sounded out corrétlyvords were stilin

Gr eek, SO we coulHdkemdétd sunwherts tGanede kt Heono.k s |
filthakao by Constatine Cafavy (19111

2 boU d aU 3 ~ do [ Whenyoudepart for lthaca,

UadUs 3s 3 Us ¢ wish for the road to be long,
oUevyUasd - Uyo'y U U s ( full of adventurefull of knowledge.
¢6gd sUs0GU) gohs Ud |Do nféarthe Laistrygonians and the Cyclo
Us dgereyse YalUs {theangryPoseidon.

For the sound of Greekgre is George Barbanig@uthor of the translatiompadingsome
of thesame poem in the original. For a remarkable animation, giving the impression that
Cafavyhimselfis reciting this terrific poem aloud in English, lobk&re.

15 | went out there to powder my nose and got drenched by the salt sgren | 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. Cucumbargd onions and

tomatoes and olives. Lamb. Fish. Stuffed grape leaves. Special bean Mougsaka
Unimaginable country sausages. And flaky pastries full of honey. | wish | had some right now.

And licoricetastingouzq cloudy like Pernod. After this tripnow think Greek food is the best in

the worl d. Of C O ur s theirsushtieerbestl irbtme world, tob, b there isslso t hi n |
muchmoreof it in Greece, and they never seem to miss.

17 Christopher insists that he canmedlly speak Greek, elaim that would be a lot more convincing

if (1) we hadnodot seen him do it, and (2) he d
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

The next stop was Delphiat the foé of Mount

Parnassusin antiquity the site of the most famot
oracle in Greece. In the Temple of Apollo a priest
called thePythia(sometimes in English thHeythonesp

sat on a tripod over a cleft in the ealtinhaling the
fumes fromthis cleft, shespoke from areverie or
frenzyto answer questions put to her, one special d:
month, after receiving substantial féé€dder answers
were often obscure, like riddles, and subject to mi
interpretations we now call such utteranceslphic?®

People, anafficial embassies, came from all over tl

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 man surviving structure hasonly
three columns standing. This was not the
Temple of Apollo but a much smaller
round building called the Tholos,
dedicated to Athen&.There is a mournful
guality to Delphi, ruined as it i§ the
oracle has been out of busieesince 95
AD. The site is quite steep and | was

& —= prepared to skip it, but they had a brand
new golf cart jUSt for creaky oId V|S|tors like me. It had just bdeliveredthe day
before, and became itproto-geezer

After Delphi, and another epic lunchiye headed for the monastikistrict of Metéora.
There six monasteries, mostly of medieval foundatisayvivors of more than twenty,
cling to the tops ofandston@innacles. Belovarea map and a representatiiew.

18 She was called thBythiaafter the old name of the sitehare Apollo slew the serpent Python

and took his earthower. Python was a child of the eagbddess 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 e ver al oracles on this site bef
python snakes take their name from Gaiabs Pyth

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 patial list of oracular responses from Delphi, preserved from antiquity,Heak

21 The omphaloswas at Delphitoa. This was the center of the world in the olde€k religion. But

there is also one in Jerusalem. How many centers can the world have? When | 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




Metéora means in the

middle of the air and

indeed that is how they

seem. In pst times the

only access was by

precarious rope ladders

(which could be with

drawn if necessary and

wicker baskets raisedn

pulleys. It is said that

the monks did not

replace the ropes until

God allowed them to
break. This policy discouraged cas(@l hostilg access. Now there are stone siepsl a
paved but winding roacads near to theemaining 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 thatlad be reached without clambering, and the
path to it was closed thday we went. But as with the Acropolis, distant views were more
rewardingthan close onedvietéorawas not only the most remarkable and memorable
place | saw in Greecéthink it is oneof the peak sights of the whole world.

As we left theMetéoradistrict we stopped at an icon emporium, which had icons of
every Eastern saint anyone had ever heard of,tlaed drove for a while on some
agreeably isolatetackroads.But we needed tbe in Thessaloniki bgvening and as
night fell we turnedthe carover to the GPS and lit out for treity. It was a grea
experience for usllato travel together like thispur four outsized personalities managed
to spend three days squished tightlyoiat ca without a hint of disharmony.eft: the
journey,shown in yellowwith a few other
places noted too.Below: Christopher,
David and Noah (Adam took the picture).
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