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Preface
 
 
This is an updated edition of my guidebook for experienced swimmers eager to try fun adventure swimming at over 20 locations around the fantastic Mediterranean island of Crete. Stand-up paddlers, snorkelers, and kayakers will enjoy my coastal tours as well. I also included an introductory guide to open water swimming in the first half of the book to help those who are relatively new to this increasingly popular pastime.
Though you will be hearing my voice as you read, what you really encounter is a chorus of contributions from the people who live on Crete. My cousin Mijailos Nathenas has been my enthusiastic swim buddy for countless swims, providing seemingly endless tips on new places to explore. My daughters Nikoleta and Natalia have discovered things along the coastline or underwater while swimming with me that I never would have seen. Together with my wife Aspa they helped document all the swims with the videos and photos that accompany the book. Even more family members and friends have offered priceless bits of information that have all enriched my experiences on the island. I am also indebted to psychotherapist and surfer Greg Browne, marine biologist Dr. Stella Psarra, and million-yard swimmer David Miller for sharing their wisdom.
Since this is a guide for sightseeing from the water, I will not be providing substantial information about other aspects of touring Crete on land, such as accommodations. After you have trained to become a swimmer and after you have sought out information about touring the island, just like any other tourist, this book adds advice on swims that I personally enjoy and revisit every year. If you decide to stay on the western side of the island, then I have amazing swims for you there, and likewise if you choose the middle or eastern parts of Crete. 
If you wish to try every swim, then you may need to stay two weeks or more in Crete. Even though the table of contents lists many locations for swimming, some places consist of multiple swims that can take multiple days. There are at least 41 swims in total that add up to over 74 km. Not only that, since there are at least 700 beaches on Crete and its satellite islands, your favorite swims may not be in my list. Yet, by bringing you to Crete with this book, an opportunity unfolds for you to create YOUR OWN unique marine travel journey.
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I HAVE NEVER BEEN A PROFESSIONAL ATHLETE. I’m just a guy who enjoys swimming—a mere mortal who goes slow on land and in water, eats too much, has not had a coach since playing water polo decades ago at the University of Michigan, feels pain when the water is cold, and doesn’t seek any more medals or accolades. This book is written for mere mortals like me, yet more god-like swimmers will enjoy my swims as well.
Nevertheless, I am an experienced swimmer in pools and open water, particularly around the Greek island of Crete, birthplace of the immortals such as Zeus and the fifth largest island in the Mediterranean. I swim when the water is warm, approaching 27 ˚C (80 ˚F), and rarely swim for more than 90 minutes at a time. The same goes for lap swimming in a pool, where I typically spend 60 minutes swimming—again as a mere mortal—without a coach or a training schedule, and rarely more than three times a week.
Given my humble aquatic existence, why am I qualified to write a book on swimming? Well, this is really a book about swimming tourism in the amazing coastal waters surrounding Crete, located “in the midst of the wine-dark sea,” as the ancient Greek poet Homer wrote nearly 3,000 years ago. I have spent three decades swimming all around the island and my swims are selected for the pleasure of exploring a new coastline and looking down at the seafloor through water that quite often offers visibility of 15 meters or more. My favorite swims have destinations that may be small islets, sea caves, Venetian fortresses, or the ruins of a civilization that thrived thousands of years ago. What you read in my book is the information I would give you if you happened to meet me somewhere on the island and asked for my top swimming recommendations, along with any safety concerns. Kayakers, snorkelers, and stand-up paddlers might also want to eavesdrop and venture out on my recommended routes.
There are times when I’m in the other person’s shoes—I am the tourist, I have just arrived on a coastline that I’ve never seen before, it looks great for a swim, but I wish I had someone to ask for advice. Such as:
 
	Is it better to swim along the coast to the left, or to the right?

	Is there anything I should worry about?

	What about boats? Currents? Jellyfish?

	Are there any caves to explore?

	Is it worth circumnavigating that small island over there?

	If I come here at night, will I find bioluminescent plankton?

	And, by the way, can I park my car here?

	Where should I go for a drink and something to eat afterwards?

 
A wise ancient Greek philosopher named Thales of Miletus once asked, “What is the hardest thing to do?” The answer: “γνῶθι σεαυτόν” (GNO-thi se-af-TON) or know thyself. The next question was: “What is the easiest thing to do?”  The answer: “Give others advice.”  
So, this is my disclaimer for the book: the advice I am providing is nothing more than my opinions about coastal water swims that I enjoy unsupervised on the island of Crete. I am not a health or sports professional, nor is my advice sanctioned by any organization in Greece or elsewhere. I am not your swim nanny.
If you know thyself, you will be able to figure out if the swims I am describing are something that you will enjoy, or something too dangerous for your level of swimming. When in doubt, ask an aquatics professional to evaluate your abilities. If all your swimming has been in a pool, then you should be extra cautious because you certainly do not know thyself in open water, yet.
Fortunately, for coastal water newbies, many of the swims in this book are less than a kilometer (km) round-trip, and the majority have possible courses within 25 meters (m) of the coastline—only Balos-Gramvousa places the swimmer more than 500 m from the coastline. And even the more dedicated rough-water swimmers will enjoy themselves—the island of Crete is a fantastic place for swimming and finding new adventures!
 
Orientation on Crete
 
Compared to the vast majority of the other 117 inhabited Greek islands, Crete is huge—you can’t exactly see the entire place in just a few days. The drive from Falasarna beach on the west coast, to Vai beach on the east coast, is 337 km or roughly 5 hours without stops. By comparison, the famous island just north of Crete called Santorini can be traversed from north to south in about 45 minutes. The size of Crete therefore allows for a vast diversity of experiences, so much so that an insider like me can discover something new even after years of exploration. With a coastline totaling roughly 1,000 km, I may have sampled only a fifth of it so far. One could even refer to Crete as the “mainland” because it is surrounded by over 100 satellite islands. 
Moreover, the culture of Crete is rather distinctive from the rest of Greece and one can gain great satisfaction as local art, music, food, history, and customs are revealed. Many visitors are astonished by the fresh ingredients used when dining in Crete, and at the very reasonable prices. Have you ever heard of the healthy Mediterranean diet? In Crete, this is simply called “eating.” Also, Cretans have a well-deserved reputation for being generous and welcoming towards visitors. Did you know that after lunch or dinner in Crete it is customary for guests to be served a complimentary small dessert and the digestive called raki? (It’s similar to Italian grappa.) Or, say that you ask the owner of a hotel what time you must check out. They might say something like, “It’s at noon, but you can stay until two.” I can’t guarantee these things, but they tend to happen in Crete.
Crete has one main highway (E75) from west to east that passes through the four cities of Chania, Rethymno, Heraklion, and Agios Nikolaos on the north coast. Different roads branch southward from the main highway down to the south coast. It is possible to drive much of the south coast along a west-east route, but your progress will be slower. Thus, when you look at the 19 swim locations on the map below, it is a 75-minute drive between swims #3 and #8 on the north coast, but 155 minutes to travel between #16 and #13 along a southern route.
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Most tourists arrive in Crete by ferry boat or by air, landing mainly in Heraklion (airport code HER) or Chania (CHQ). Direct flights exist from many European cities—there is no need to fly through Athens (ATH) first.
High season begins in mid-July and lasts about six weeks. The absolute busiest 10 days begin August 15, which is a national holiday, and the Greeks customarily go on vacation to the villages, coastlines, and islands. Roads will be packed with cars, beaches crowded with people, and prices will be higher at hotels. The same holds true more generally for Sundays when businesses are closed, and everyone is heading to the beach. However, July and August are great months because the temperatures are warmest, and the days long. June and September are excellent alternatives because Crete is not quite as hot or crowded. 
In September, the sea maintains its warmth from the hot summer months, but the days are noticeably shorter and there could be a few days of cloudy or rainy weather. In October you might say that the island ‘returns to nature’ when hotels and businesses start removing their umbrellas and chairs from the beaches. The roads become empty as well. If you desire abundant peace and quiet, even on the more populated northern coast, then you might like Crete best outside the June–September period.
 
Swimming for Sightseeing
 
Unlike other open water swimming books which might focus on training for speed and endurance, my goal is to help readers have a fantastic time sightseeing while swimming at a leisurely pace. This means they will be stopping often to appreciate the beauty of whatever lies below or around them, choosing destinations that might be a hidden cave, a secluded beach, or perhaps a short walk around archaeological ruins thousands of years old.
To enrich your adventure, you might try watching or reading two popular stories that take place on Crete. Nikos Kazantzakis, a highly regarded modern Greek author from Crete, published the novel Zorba the Greek in 1946. The 1964 black-and-white film adaptation starring Anthony Quinn won three Academy Awards. The final dance outdoors by the sea, which has the most recognizable Greek music in the universe (“Zorba’s Dance” by Mikis Theodorakis), was filmed just north of swim location #2 at the village of Stavros. A more recent literary sensation is the book The Island  by Victoria Hislop which was adapted as the 2010 hit television series “To Nisi” (“The Island”). It tells the story of one of Europe’s last leper colonies on the island of Spinalonga which hosts a vast Venetian fortress. This is the location of swim #10.
Of course, Crete has been incredibly impactful in human history for many other reasons. The Minoan civilization flourished here five thousand years ago, and the epic Battle of Crete in 1941 was pivotal for countless people of the present day. As you travel to each of the swim locations, you will have many opportunities to enrich your soul by time-traveling to the past. And then, when you plunge into Crete’s pristine waters, you might even be swimming in areas with coastal archaeological relics dating back thousands of years (particularly for locations #6, 8, 11, and 12).
Many will be swimming to escape civilization and immerse themselves in Crete’s marine ecosystem, made all the more staggering to behold by the extraordinary visibility of the water. Perhaps you will see a loggerhead sea turtle (Caretta caretta) gracefully meandering at a few meters depth. All beachgoers should keep an eye out for signage that indicates their nesting areas, and conservation groups such as Archelon can be contacted if an injured or dead turtle is found (rescue@archelon.gr).
Sharp-eyed swimmers might notice discrete piles of shells on the seafloor, a sure sign that an octopus is hiding just underneath. The occasional lionfish (Pterois miles) may be found lurking near rocks and dark areas posing for a photograph (see photo below). They will not retreat from swimmers and should not be touched because of their venomous spines. In general, avoid touching or bumping into things. Even a small cone snail could be venomous, though a Triton’s Trumpet (Charonia tritonis) can be handled gently. Stepping on sea urchins is a more obvious action to avoid, though I have failed every now and then—ouch!
Jellyfish are rare. Even rarer is the critically endangered Mediterranean monk seal (Monachus monachus), though one was seen recently at swim location #6. Topping that, friends reported sighting a sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus) just 400 m off the coast at swim location #18. Cetaceans love Crete! That is because the Hellenic Trench—the Mediterranean Sea’s deepest waters—starts northwest of Crete and arcs along the southern coastline. More can be learned about the marine ecosystem not just by swimming, but also by visiting the modern CretAquarium between swim locations #8 and #9. 
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Swimmers should also consider how their activities may be a threat to the marine ecosystem. Though littering is an obvious action to avoid at all costs, it is also important to select sunscreens that minimize damage to the marine environment. It’s a smart idea to avoid products that contain oxybenzone and octinoxate, and future scientific research may reveal other substances with a harmful impact.
Swimmers have a responsibility to educate themselves with respect to water safety when they plan swimming sightseeing. Safety can be improved if an escort vessel is present. A group of tourists could try a do-it-yourself approach by renting kayaks or small motorized boats (e.g., at swim locations #6 and #18).
For those with mobility challenges, some of the more developed beaches have cement and/or wood ramps over sand that lead from a parking area to within 5–20 m of the water. I believe that the beaches with the most accessible water entries are at swim locations #2, 4, 6–8, and 12 on the north coast, as well as swim locations #13, 16, and 19 on the south coast. And, with over 700 beaches around the island, there are many other places to easily access the water that are not covered in this book. The only spot where I have seen a sunbed area designed for wheelchair access is Matala Beach (i.e., two sunbeds have extra height and rest on a wood deck constructed over the sand with a huge umbrella). One can check www.accessiblebeaches.gr for the latest updates on beach accessibility. 
I think the blind and visually impaired may also enjoy these swims. Swimming from the open sea into a marine cave provides new sensations of changing temperature and sound. Navigating through the Spilies tunnel (#4) could be an interesting and rewarding task for a swimmer who would use echolocation to keep their heading on course. At Sweet Water Beach (#18), there are spots within 10 m of shore where cold, fresh water percolates upward from the seafloor, providing temperature and salinity landmarks for a course. Marine navigation is in fact one of the great challenges and rewards for anyone who attempts the coastal water swims in this book. The next section discusses this further.
 
Marine Navigation
 
Open water swimmers often reduce marine navigation to a single word: sighting. While swimming or floating, eyesight is used for navigation, swimming straight, and avoiding collisions.
The first ever mention of sighting is found in Homer’s epic poem the Odyssey. After spending seven years imprisoned on an island by the goddess Calypso, the hero of the story—Odysseus—is allowed to leave on a raft, which is destroyed in a storm. As a mere mortal in the sea like me he needs to swim to survive:
 
“Then for two nights and two days he was driven about over the swollen waves, and full often his heart forboded destruction. But when fair-tressed Dawn brought to its birth the third day, then the wind ceased and there was a windless calm, and he caught sight of the shore close at hand, casting a quick glance forward, as he was raised up by a great wave.”
 
Iδού (Behold): Homer taught sighting 2,800 years ago! When the crest of a wave lifts a swimmer, that is the best time to look forward in order to catch sight of a landmark.
However, sighting is just one aspect of marine navigation and a better term to use is piloting. Understanding where you are (your position fix) and where you are heading depends on much more than just sight. Experienced swimmers will perceive their direction and location using the warmth of the sun, the feeling of the oncoming wind and waves, sound (as he swam, Odysseus could hear breaking waves that told him the direction of reefs before he could actually see them), odors, proprioception (innate knowledge of one’s body position and motion), the sense of time, and path integration (dead reckoning).
Path integration refers to keeping track of self-motion. If you can remember a sequence of decisions to go straight, turn right or left, and how far you went in space and time for each leg, then that sum of vectors defines a path which shows where you are now relative to your starting point. Thus, when a dense fog prevents mariners from piloting using visual landmarks, they must rely on path integration instead. This might seem completely unreliable, but I will never forget as a kid crewing a sailboat for my friend Chris Tuckfield in a race that suffered from white-out fog. I had no idea where we were on the water, but Chris navigated with astonishing precision back to the finish line with no GPS information. That was an example of path integration at its finest.
WARNING: All the other sailboats in that race got lost and did not manage to find the finish line! Marine path integration is difficult, but can be improved through training, practice, and experience. Chris and I would spend hours in his back yard walking around with model sailboats in our hands, studying what happens with different bearings relative to the wind. Open water swimmers can improve their marine navigation skills as well while they walk on land, keeping track of their motion relative to the cardinal directions, landmarks, and the wind. For example, you can ask yourself what direction is the wind coming from, how strong is it, and if you were in the water, which direction would you sight forward to compensate for the wind and stay on course?
Most of the time we are navigating using sighting and path integration simultaneously. A relationship between you and a landmark is called an egocentric or me-centered representation (“I am swimming 25 m from shore”) whereas a relationship between landmarks is called an allocentric or other-centered representation (“the island is 650 m southeast of the beach”). The maps provided in this book will give you allocentric information that should be reviewed before you enter the water for the egocentric experience which will involve sighting.
All the maps in this book have an orientation with true north (the direction of Earth’s north pole) pointing up. Magnetic north (magnetic declination) is roughly 5˚ east for Crete, which is relatively insignificant for our purposes, but could interest swimmers who practice precision navigation using compasses. 
For those swimmers interested in the history of navigation technology, consider the Minoan ruins on the island of Mochlos (location #11 on the map). A geoscientist named W.S. Downey finds that the orientations of buildings (strike directions) appear to align with the magnetic north direction of 4,000 years ago instead of true north. (The direction of magnetic north changes over time and 4,000 years ago it pointed 18˚ east of true north.) Thus, it stands to reason that Minoan marine navigation used compasses some 4,000 years ago. If this theory is proven true, it contradicts the current belief that the Chinese invented the magnetic compass around 200 BCE. In actuality, it could be a much older tool.
Allow me to offer a quick orientation regarding the cardinal directions, better known as the four points of the compass (going clockwise): north, east, south, and west. East is the direction where the sun rises in the morning and west is the direction where it sets in the evening. Between sunrise and sunset, and particularly at mid-day, the sun is in the southern sky (assuming a Northern Hemisphere location such as Greece). If the wind is a “westerly,” that means it is blowing from the west to the east. In other words, a wind that will push a swimmer eastward is a westerly wind. A northwesterly wind would be one blowing from a direction that is in between west and north. If a beach is “facing” southeast, that means that as you swim straight out from the beach, you are swimming to the southeast. If you veer to the left, you are turning eastward. If you veer to the right, you are turning southward. If you make a U-turn and head back to the beach, you are swimming to the northwest. If you have a northwesterly wind, the wind will be blowing against you as you swim back to the beach.
Next, I am going to define seven more navigation terms (in bold) that I adapted from my experiences in both nautical and aeronautical piloting. My goal is to simplify the terminology, providing for the basic needs of a swimmer.
The head is like the bow of a vessel and the direction that the swimmer’s body is pointing is called the heading (in sailing this is called the “course steered”). The ground track is the body’s motion relative to fixed landmarks and the sea bottom from a bird’s eye view. In still water with no wind, the swimmer’s heading traces their track. However, the body can be pushed by both a water current and the wind. By adding these two types of pushes together we obtain a drift vector. A vector is an arrow that encodes a speed (e.g., 6 km/h) and direction or angle (e.g., southeast). To estimate drift, a swimmer can stop, float, and watch the coastline, the seafloor, or an anchored object such as a boat or buoy. A GPS device can also help. 
Notice that the push due to wind is applied directly against the swimmer’s body, an effect called leeway in sailing. When you see a beach umbrella tumbling across a beach because of the wind, that is leeway. If you get in a car and drive 35 km/h with your hand out the window on a still day, you will be able to simulate the leeway due to a 5 Beaufort wind (described later in this chapter). When swimming directly against a high wind I might change to breaststroke to keep most of my body underwater and minimize leeway. Swimming with a high wind to your back is fun because leeway turbocharges a swimmer’s forward motion.
When the drift angle is in the same or opposite direction as the heading, the ground track speed will be faster or slower, respectively. What happens if the drift vector is NOT parallel to the heading? The ground track will deviate by some angle relative to the heading.  
Angles increase clockwise and are 0˚ for north, 90˚ for east, 180˚ for south, and 270˚ for west. Angles can be easier to understand by using the terminology of a clock, where 0˚ is 12 o’clock, 90˚ is 3 o’clock, and so forth. Thus, if someone says “check your 6” that means look directly behind you at 6 o’clock. Yet another synonym for angle is the word bearing. For example, one can say that a straight-line track from west to east has a 90˚ bearing relative to true north.
Finally, I define the word course (or route) as designating the path that you intend to follow relative to fixed landmarks or points. A course is a hypothetical path, whereas a ground track is a record of actual positions over time. If I anchor three buoys in the water, then that defines a course in the shape of a triangle. If you are doing a great job piloting, your track follows your course—they are basically the same thing. If you have not adjusted your heading to compensate for drift, then your track will be off course. Finally, the distance to a destination is referred to as the range.
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