TRAVEL: GREEK ISLANDS

A GREEK ODYSSEY
Ellie Seymour boards the ferry for a Greek island-hopping adventure
around the sun-drenched south-west Cyclades in the Aegean Sea

T

he ferry was two hours late and,
jostling with hundreds of other
travellers at Athinios, Santorini’s
frenetic port, it seemed impossible
that we would all squeeze onto the Athensbound boat. This was my first foray into the world
of Greek island hopping, and there was nothing
for it but to enter into the spirit wholeheartedly.
Succumbing to the Greek way of doing things, I
flung my suitcase on top of a mountain of other
bags, cases and rucksacks piled high in the aisle,
before being swiftly ushered to my seat by an
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eager crew member. The operation resembled
complete and utter chaos but somehow it
seemed to work. A mere 10 minutes later we
were on our way, everyone on board and safely
in their seats. I couldn’t help wondering how
I’d ever retrieve my bag, though.
I was at the start of a 10-day long Greek islandhopping adventure around the Cyclades island
group (pronounced ‘kick-la-des’), a sun-drenched
arc-shaped archipelago scattered like white
pebbles around the crystal-clear Aegean Sea.
The region’s ferry system is the key to getting

the best from the Cyclades, and I was here to
discover the essence of Milos and Folegandros,
two of the smaller, lesser-known islands, as well
as Santorini, reputedly the most beautiful.
I have to admit I was yet to understand why
Santorini has become one of the most famous of
all Greek islands. All I’d seen so far were crowds
of cruise passengers wandering the kebab-shop
lined streets in the main town of Fira, so I had
scheduled a return visit at the end of my trip to
find out if it really deserved its reputation.
Just two hours later we arrived at the buzzing
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Opposite page, clockwise from top
left: Putting the world to rights on
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Greek menus; a local takes in the
view at Fira on Santorini; the
seafront on Milos.
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of Oia, Santorini
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port of Adamas in Milos. Caressed by the
balmy air, I felt a million miles away from hectic
Athinios and knew immediately I was going
to like it here. Compared with Santorini, which
is easily accessible from the UK and a popular
cruise destination, tourism exists on a more
human scale on Milos. This is mainly because
you can’t fly direct or visit on a package tour
– but also because the wealth created by its
mining industry means its economy isn’t entirely
dependent on attracting hordes of visitors.
Hire car collected, we were on our way to the
harbour town of Pollonia on the north-west
coast, but not before we stopped at Taverna
Barko, a delightful traditional Greek inn on the
outskirts of Adamas. This was our first experience
of al fresco, Greek-style dining, and we sat down
to plates of delicious homemade tzatziki and
souvlaki in a peaceful courtyard under a canopy
of vines; the perfect start to our adventure.
Milos is the kind of place you can do as much
or as little as you like. Admittedly, it would have
been all too easy to pass the entire time swaying
gently in the hammock on our terrace listening
to the sea lap the shore, but I was surrounded by
an ancient landscape waiting to be discovered.
A good place to start is Phylakopi. Just a short
scenic drive along the coast from Pollonia, it’s
considered to be one of the most significant
Bronze Age settlements in the Cyclades for the
historical insight it gives into the local culture
and way of life. It also offers views of one of the
most beautiful valleys on the island, its slopes
covered by beautiful clusters of Phoenicean
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LOOKING DOWN ON THE GIANT CRUISE BOATS
DRIFTING IN AND OUT OF PORT, WE WATCHED
IN WONDER AS THE CALDERA BECAME
DRENCHED IN BRIGHT ORANGE SUNLIGHT
junipers and cedar trees that are so much a part
of the landscape. We also came across clusters
of katikies, or derelict buildings, once used as
seasonal homes for farmers or shepherds, and
a reminder of the island’s rural past.
The route carries on west along the coast
to the coves of Papafragos and Kapros; quiet,
secluded spots for a swim in the crystal-clear
waters, before eventually taking you to St
Constantine, where you’ll find traditional
syrmata, or fisherman’s huts, cut into the rocks of
the beachfront. Now holiday homes, they’re still
one of the most distinguishing features of the
Milos coastline. Slightly further along the coast,
we arrived at Mandrakia’s wonderfully authentic
Medusa Taverna, a real hidden gem and perfect
lunch spot thanks to stunning ocean views and
generous helpings of fresh fish and Greek salad.
The typical Cycladic hilltop town of Plaka, on
the west side of Milos, isn’t far from Mandrakia. Its
delightful cobbled streets, filled with pretty white
houses with their traditional blue front doors, and
shops selling arts and crafts, merge with those of
neighbouring Tripiti. Leave time to meander and
learn more about the island’s ancient history at
the appointment-only archaeological museum.
There are lots of places to eat and drink in both
these towns, but make sure you’re in Plaka for
cocktail hour, when you can sit and watch the
sun set over the sea at the stylish Utopia Café on
the town’s western edge. I can recommend the

popular family-run Archondoula Taverna just
round the corner, where we tucked into a tasty
homemade dinner while sitting at one the
tables that spill out onto the street.
All too soon, it was time to leave pretty, vibrant
Milos. I was however, looking forward to our next
short ferry trip, to the tiny island of Folegandros.
Even more remote and rocky than Milos, and
with a population of around 770, it’s made up
of three small villages. Despite its breathtaking
scenery and beautiful unspoilt beaches –
arguably some of the best in the Cyclades – it
remains a perfect Greek hideaway, firmly off the
package-tour radar. If you can peel yourself away
from one of its many sublime sandy spots, the
island is easily explored in a day.
We took our time, driving through its centre
on the only main road, taking in the views out to
sea on both sides, stopping at a local bakery for
a taste of the island’s famous kalassouna – Greek
cheese pie which consists of indulgent layers of
filo pastry stuffed with melted souroto, a delicious
local white cheese. One of our favourite spots

was Angali beach, where we spent most of our
time, snorkelling, sea kayaking and working our
way through the beachside tavernas.
Away from the beach, Chora, the island’s main
town, is one of the best places to head for. It’s
packed with cafés and tavernas which come alive
at night. Pounta Taverna is a good choice, with its
pretty courtyard restaurant. It serves up delicious
moussaka and rabbit stew on pottery hand
cast by the café’s Danish owner. For a special
breakfast, head to the Anemomilos Apartments
with their magnificent views out to the Aegean.
From here, we took the short walk up the steps
to the picture-perfect Panagia Church, for a
spectacular panorama across the island.
Three days on Folegandros had left us blissfully
relaxed. I felt I had really given into the laid-back
rhythm of the island, and was extremely reluctant
to leave, but I was still curious to discover why
people flocked in droves to Santorini.
As an alternative to central Fira, we stayed in
Imerovigli, an attractive and much quieter town
also on the caldera – the flooded crater created

by a volcanic eruption 3500 years ago. Santorini
may not have the pristine white-sand beaches of
other islands in the Cyclades but, as we started
to explore, we discovered that it is packed with
cultural highlights, top-class restaurants, fantastic
wineries, sophisticated shopping opportunities,
ancient historical sites, as well as hiking trails
around the entire island – easily enough to keep
you busy for a couple of weeks.
We had three days to get to know the island,
and chose a handful of its main sights, starting
with the fascinating Bronze Age settlement of
Akrotiri at the southern tip of the island. We lost
ourselves exploring the excavated remains of the
prehistoric town buried and preserved in a deep
layer of ash after the volcano erupted around
1500, its architecture and layout revealing a town
at the centre of a highly advanced civilisation.
For a slice of picture-postcard Greece, the
picturesque hilltop town of Pyrgos makes a great
place for an amble, with its pretty cobbled streets,
whitewashed traditional houses and churches.
At the top, the little Kasteli 1663 café was a great
find and a well-deserved resting place, with a
fantastic view across the island’s landscape.
As well as shopping opportunities galore
in the main town of Fira, Santorini is awash
with art galleries. The cool and contemporary
AK Asimis Kolaitou Art Foundation, a modern

whitewashed building, makes a nice stop-off
on the way towards Fira and Imerovigli from
Pyrgos. Opened in September 2013, the gallery is
a major exhibition space showcasing Santoriniinspired paintings by owner Christophoros
Asimis, sculptures and jewellery by his wife, Eleni
Kolaitou and paintings by their son, Katonas.
Sightseeing aside, it wasn’t until I caught
a glimpse of the caldera at sunset, from the
charming hilltop town of Oia in the south-west
of the island, that I understood why this was
one of the world’s top honeymoon destinations.
At dusk, a cool glass of local Sigalas Assyrtiko
in hand, we savoured the view from one of the
many tavernas perched on the cliff. Looking
down on the giant cruise boats drifting in and
out of the port, we watched in wonder as the
caldera became drenched in bright orange
sunlight. As the sky turned purple, the sun
sank deeper in the sky until it hit the sea and
everyone started clapping and cheering, I finally
understood what all the fuss was about. u
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THE FACTS

The Cyclades

.

From when to go, where to eat and what to see, follow our
helpful guide to making the most of your visit

WHERE TO EAT AND DRINK
SELENE
RESTAURANT,
SANTORINI
Arguably Santorini’s best
restaurant, Selene, in the
beautiful medieval hilltop
town of Pyrgos, serves
creative dishes based on
local produce and recipes.
selene.gr
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FATSES, MILOS
Head to this quirky
little snack bar in Plaka for
a crêpe or sandwich. milo
fatses.wordpress.com
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O HAMOS,
MILOS
This Adamas restaurant
is always popular, serving
simple yet delicious
traditional Greek dishes
in a pretty courtyard.
ohamos-milos.gr
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WHAT TO EAT
Cycladic cuisine is
simple and many recipes
are based around a handful
of staple local ingredients,
such as aubergines, cherry

Save up to 10 per cent with Barrhead Travel.
Prices include your CSMA Club member discount.

tomatoes, capers, caper
leaves and fava beans, plus
several varieties of local
cheese. Menus feature lots
of lamb-based dishes and
fresh fish. Each island has
its own delicacies: in
Milos, it’s Pitarakia
– delicious pizza topped
with cherry tomatoes,
onions, lashings of olives
and olive oil.

Ellie Seymour flew to Santorini with easyJet and travelled around the Cyclades on Sea Jets ferries. She stayed at
the Melian Boutique Hotel in Milos (melian.gr); Vrahos Hotel in Folegandros (hotel-vrahos.gr) and Aliko Suites
in Santorini (aliko-santorini.com). For more information on the Cyclades, see visitgreece.gr.
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Cyclades island-hopping holiday for the
under-35s
12 nights, 2 and 3-star B&B accommodation plus
four evening meals, includes ferry crossings and
coach transfers (excluding flights), departing
1 May 2014, from £1235pp*.
Dodecanese island-hopping holiday
14 nights, four and five-star B&B accommodation
plus nine evening meals, includes flights from
London, all ferry/catamaran crossings and
transfers, departing 1 Oct 2014, from £1329pp*.
To book, call 0844 264 1162, quoting ‘CSMA
Club’ and your membership number. For more
holiday offers, visit csmaclub.co.uk/holidays
* See p127 for Ts & Cs
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GETTING THERE
Easyjet flies direct to
Santorini (above). From
here, ferry companies
including Sea Jets and Blue
Star Ferries take you
around the Cyclades. Or
fly to Athens and take a
ferry from Piraeus, or pick
up an Aegean Airlines
flight to some of the bigger
islands with airports.

DOMAINE
SIGALAS,
SANTORINI
Former maths teacher
Paris Sigalas has put Greek
wine firmly on the global
map with his Assyrtiko
variety. Tasting sessions on
the terrace with vineyard
views. sigalas-wine.com
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Your Exclusive
Member Offers

VITAL STATISTICS
WHEN TO GO
The Cyclades are
best enjoyed from around
Easter – the landscape is
still green, the sea’s warm
but the crowds have yet to
descend; and early autumn,
when the summer hordes
have departed and the sea
is at its warmest. After late
September, the winds pick
up around the islands, so
ferries are fewer and many
facilities close down.

SANTORINI
BREWING
COMPANY
This little brewery near
Kamari beach, set up
in a bid to ‘enliven the
lucklustre domestic
beer-drinking scene’, offers
a tour of its facilities and
tastings of its awardwinning Yellow, Red and
Crazy Donkey brews.
santorinibrewing
company.gr
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