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			Introduction to Crete

		

		
			With its fabulous beaches and crystalline seas, Crete has everything you could want of a Greek island. But it also has a great deal more: as the birthplace of Zeus and cradle of Europe’s earliest civilization, Crete can boast a history longer even than classical Greece, and reminders of its extraordinary past are scattered all over the island. It’s also a substantial and multifarious land in its own right, with cosmopolitan cities as well as unspoilt, hidden villages, dramatic gorges and mountains high enough to be snow-capped well into summer.

			Because the island is so big, it is far from dominated by visitors. Indeed, thanks to a flourishing agricultural economy – including some surprisingly good vineyards – Crete is one of the few Greek islands that could probably support itself without holiday-makers. So although tourism is an important part of the economy, traditional life also survives, along with the hospitality that forms part of that tradition. There are plenty of visitors, of course, and the populous north coast can be as sophisticated as you want it; here you’ll find every facility imaginable and, in places, crowds of package tourists determined to exploit them to the full. But in the less-known coastal reaches of the south it’s still possible to escape the development, while the high mountains and agricultural plains of the interior are barely touched. One of the most rewarding things to do on Crete is to rent a car and head for more remote villages, often just a few kilometres off some heavily beaten track. Here the island’s customs, its everyday life, dialects, song, traditional dress and festivals, and above all its welcome to strangers, survive to an extent that’s exceptional in modern Europe.

			The mountains, which dominate the view as you approach Crete, run from one end of the island to the other, and make all but the shortest journey inland an expedition. They are perhaps the island’s greatest surprise and biggest reward, providing welcome relief in the heat of summer, giving Crete much of its character, and making the place feel much larger than it really is. Cut through by gorges and studded by caves, they offer fabulous walking too, from easy strolls to strenuous climbs, as well as a huge variety of habitats for wildlife, including many large birds of prey. For birdwatchers and wildflower spotters, Crete has no end of treats in store.
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					Mountain hiking

					There are few places in the world where high mountains so close to the sea combine with an often perfect climate. This is a paradise for climbers, birdwatchers, botanists and nature lovers, but above all for walkers – whether on a brief stroll or a week-long hike. A network of ancient footpaths and shepherds’ trails allows you to walk all day and barely see a soul. Yet, should you want to, you can always find a village, and Cretan hospitality ensures that almost wherever you end up you will eat well and spend the night in comfort. The daddy of Crete’s treks is the E4, the long-distance European footpath that traverses the island, taking in many of the highest peaks en route. To walk the entire length takes weeks, but there are plenty of sections that are easily accessible and where you can hike for a few hours. Some of the best of these are in the southwest, where the path splits: one branch following the coast and another winding through the heights of the Lefká Óri; the magnificent Samariá Gorge links the two.

					One striking feature of Crete’s topography is the sheer number of spectacular gorges that slash their way through the mountains. In addition to Samariá, there are at least fifty more gorges in the Lefká Óri alone, many hardly visited at all. On a hot summer’s day, heading down a gorge is the ideal hike: you’re shaded from the sun’s ferocity, with an empty beach and a welcome swim to reward you at the end. Arrange for someone to collect you so you don’t have to toil back up, and you have the makings of a perfect day.

				

			

			Cretan food can also prove an unexpected bonus. There’s an increasing awareness of culinary traditions based on magnificent, locally sourced, sun-ripened fruit and vegetables, foraged herbs and home-reared meat, much of it organic. In fashionable city restaurants, grandma’s recipes are being rediscovered to great effect, while in more rustic village or beachside tavernas, the age-old magic of superb ingredients, simply served, has never been forgotten.

			An extraordinary history plays a large part in Crete’s appeal, too. It was more than four thousand years ago that the island’s story began to be shaped, when, from around 2000 BC, the Minoans developed an advanced and cultured society at the centre of a substantial maritime trading empire: the first real European civilization. The artworks produced on Crete at this time are unsurpassed anywhere in the ancient world, and it seems clear, as you wander through the Minoan palaces and towns, that life on the island in those days was good. For five hundred years, by far the longest period of peace the island has seen, Crete was home to a civilization well ahead of its time. The excavations of the great Minoan palaces are among the island’s prime tourist attractions today.

			The Minoans are believed to have come originally from Anatolia, and the island’s position as strategic meeting point between east and west has played a crucial role in its subsequent history. The Greek flag was finally raised over Crete little more than one hundred years ago, in 1913. For two thousand years and more before that the island was fought over by others – subject to Rome, Byzantium and Venice before being subsumed into the Turkish Ottoman empire. During World War II Crete was occupied by the Germans and gained the dubious distinction of being the first place to be successfully invaded by parachute. Each one of these diverse rulers has left some mark, and more importantly they have imprinted on the islanders a personality toughened by constant struggles for independence.
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						The old harbour and lighthouse of Haniá at sunset

						Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock

					

				

			

			Where to go

			Every part of Crete has its loyal devotees who will argue fervently in defence of their favourite spot. On the whole, though, if you want to get away from it all you should head for the ends of the island – west, towards Haniá and the smaller, less well-connected places along the south and west coasts, or east to Sitía and beyond. Wherever you’re staying, you won’t have to go far inland to escape the crowds.

			
				
					A rural island

					Despite the rapid growth in the last fifty years of towns like Haniá, Réthymno and particularly Iráklio, Crete remains a land rooted in the countryside. Almost everyone seems to have some connection to the land – a smallholding where they grow fresh produce or a village where parents or grandparents still live. The villages, each with its own character and traditions, are the island’s pulse, where the pace of the year is determined by the agricultural calendar. Here you can still find everyday life lived as it has been for centuries, where potters craft clay into ewers and jars, weavers make rugs in traditional patterns and farmers cart their olives to the local press.

				

			

			In the centre of the island the sprawling capital, Iráklio (Heraklion), is home to a magnificent archeological museum and lies just a few kilometres from Knossós, the greatest of the Minoan palaces. You’ll find other reminders of history all over Crete, but the best known are mostly here, near the heart of the island; above all Festós and Ayía Triádha in the south (with Roman Górtys to provide contrast) and the palace of Mália on the north coast.

			As for beaches, you’ll find great ones almost anywhere on the north coast. From Iráklio to Áyios Nikólaos there’s very heavy development, and most package tourists are aiming for the resort hotels in this region. These places can be fun if nightlife and crowds are what you’re after – particularly the biggest of them, like Mália, Hersónisos and Áyios Nikólaos. The majority of the island’s most luxurious hotels and inclusive resorts are near Áyios Nikólaos, especially around Eloúnda, overlooking the Gulf of Mirabello. Further east things get quieter: Sitía is a place of real character, and beyond it on the east coast are a number of laidback resorts as well as the beautiful palm beach at Vái, a favourite with day-trippers from across the island, and the relatively little-visited Minoan palace of Zákros. To the west there’s more development around both Réthymno and Haniá, the most attractive of the island’s big towns. Other places at this end of the island tend to be on a smaller scale.

			Along the south coast, where the mountains frequently drop straight down to the sea, resorts are more scattered. Only a handful of places are really developed – Ierápetra, Ayía Galíni, Mátala, Paleóhora – with a few more, like Plakiás and Makriyialós, on their way. But the lesser-known spots in between, not always easy to get to, are some of the most attractive in Crete.

			For many people, unexpected highlights also turn out to be the island’s Venetian forts and defensive walls and bastions – dominant at Réthymno, Iráklio and Haniá, magnificent at Frangokástello, and found in various stages of ruin all over Crete. The Byzantine churches and remote monasteries dotted across the island, many containing stunning medieval wall paintings, are also unexpected treasures. Smaller Cretan towns, supply centres for the island’s farmers, are always worth visiting for their vibrant markets, shops and tavernas, while Réthymno and Haniá boast atmospheric, cluttered old centres, whose narrow alleys are crammed with relics of the Venetian and Turkish eras.
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						The famous sandy beach of Falasarna

						Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock

					

				

			

			The mountains and valleys of the interior deserve far more attention than they get, too. Only the Lasíthi plateau in the east and the Samariá Gorge in the west see really large numbers of visitors, but turn off the main roads almost anywhere and you’ll find villages going about their daily agricultural routine, often in the midst of astonishingly beautiful scenery. This is especially true in the west, where the Lefká Óri – the White Mountains – dramatically dominate every view; but the Psilorítis range in the centre of the island also offers magnificent scenery and mountain villages, along with some of the island’s finest walking, while the Sitían mountains in the east are far less explored.

			When to go

			The combination of high mountains and warm seas, together with a position as far south as any in Europe, makes for an exceptionally long season: you can get a decent tan in Crete right into October and swim at least from April until early November. Spring is the prime time to come: in April and May the island is relatively empty of visitors (except over Easter), the weather clear and not overpoweringly hot, and every scene is brightened by a profusion of wildflowers.

			
				
					AVERAGE MONTHLY TEMPERATURES AND RAINFALL (IRÁKLIO)

						Jan	Feb	Mar	Apr	May	Jun	Jul	Aug	Sep	Oct	Nov	Dec

					Max/min (°C)	15/9	15/9	17/9	20/12	23/15	27/19	29/22	29/22	27/19	24/17	20/13	17/11

					Max/min (°F)	60/48	60/48	63/48	68/54	73/60	81/66	84/72	84/72	81/66	75/63	68/55	63/52

					Rainfall (mm)	76	48	48	21	10	1	0.5	1	7	30	65	79

				

			

			By mid-June the rush is beginning. July and August are not only the hottest, the most crowded and most expensive months, they are also intermittently blighted by fierce winds and accompanying high seas; the south coast is particularly prone to these. In September the crowds gradually begin to thin out, and autumn can again be a great time to visit – but now the landscape looks parched and tired, and there’s a feeling of things gradually winding down.

			Winters are mild, but also vaguely depressing: many places are shut, it can rain sporadically, sometimes for days, and there’s far less life in the streets. In the mountains it snows, even to the extent where villages can be cut off; on the south coast it’s generally warmer, soothed by a breeze from Africa. You may get a week or more of really fine weather in the middle of winter, but equally you can have sudden viciously cold snaps right through into March.

		

	
		
			Author picks

		

		
			Our author recommendations don’t end here. We’ve flagged up our favourite places – a perfectly sited hotel, an atmospheric café, a special restaurant – throughout the Guide, highlighted with the ê symbol.

		

		
			Our authors have explored every corner of Crete in order to uncover the very best it has to offer. Here are some of their favourite things to see and do.
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						Bungee jumping, Arádhena Gorge

						Liquid Bungy

					

				

			

			Unspoilt villages You can escape the coastal crowds and heat by heading inland almost anywhere. Try these for starters: Aryiroúpoli (see page 198), Áyios Konstantínos (see page 136), Kefáli (see page 249) and Zarós (see page 99).

			Amazing adventures Bungee jump into a 140m gorge at Arádhena (see page 236), windsurf at Koureménos (see page 152), or trek down the sensational Samariá Gorge, Europe’s longest (see page 230).

			Fresh from the sea Feasting on fish and crustaceans in sight of the sea is a tip-top Cretan treat. Four of the best places to do it are Akrogiali (see page 212), Caravella (see page 255), Hióna (see page 153) and Kalliotzina (see page 163).

			Brilliant beaches Among hundreds of superb beaches standouts include tropical Elafonísi (see page 249), the idyllic white-sand Bálos Bay (see page 241) and the Caribbean-style palm beach at Vái (see page 149).
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						Grilled octopus with salad

						Shutterstock

					

				

			

			Cretan castles If castles are your thing Réthymno’s Fortezza (see page 175), Frangokástello (see page 240), and the stirring island forts of Spinalónga (see page 130) and Gramvoúsa (see page 245) won’t disappoint.

			Caves and caverns Crete has thousands of caves, many of which can be explored. The Sfendóni (see page 187), Melidhóni (see page 183) and Dhiktean (see page 136) caverns are all well worth a trip.

			Intriguing islands The seas surrounding Crete are dotted with dozens of offshore islands and islets. Spinalónga (see page 130), Gramvoúsa (see page 245), Gaidhouronísi (see page 165) and Gávdhos (see page 259) each have a unique character.

			Magnificent museums Iráklio’s magnificent Archeological Museum is unique and world-class (see page 70) but the museums at Haniá (see page 208) and Sitía (see page 146) are also well worth a visit.

		

		
			It’s not possible to see everything Crete has to offer in one trip – and we don’t suggest you try. What follows, in no particular order, is a subjective selection of the island’s highlights, including world-famous archeological sites, stunning mountain ranges, lively resorts and great beaches. All highlights are colour-coded by chapter and have a page reference to take you straight into the Guide, where you can find out more.
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							1	Loutró

						See page 233

						Accessible only by boat or on foot, this idyllic retreat on the edge of its own bay is the perfect place to get away from it all.

						Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock
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							2	Traditional music and dance

						See page 186

						Crete’s musical traditions are thriving, and traditional music and dance is widely performed at tavernas, weddings, baptisms and saint’s day celebrations across the island – often featuring the lyra and laúto.

						Shutterstock
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							3	Knossós

						See page 78

						Crete’s biggest attraction, this 3500-year-old Minoan palace is a sprawling maze of royal chambers, grand staircases, storerooms and workshops.

						Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock
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							4	Archeological Museum, Iráklio

						See page 70

						The finest collection of Minoan artefacts in the world, with a refurbished setting to do them justice.

						Shutterstock
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							5	Lasíthi plateau

						See page 134

						Traditional village life continues on this fertile mountain plateau, famed for its windmills, where you’ll also see a riot of springtime wildflowers.

						Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock
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							6	Elafonísi

						See page 249

						Turquoise waters, rose-tinted sands and a shallow, warm lagoon make this coral-island beach one of Crete’s most exotic locations.

						Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock
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							7	Windsurfing

						See page 152

						Koureménos Beach is Crete’s top windsurfing spot, with constant winds almost year-round.

						Shutterstock
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							8	Wildlife

						See page 281

						Crete’s spectacular flora and fauna ranges from ubiquitous vultures to rarities like the kri-kri wild goat and delicate mountain orchids. Many beaches are nesting sites for the endangered loggerhead turtle.

						Shutterstock
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							9	Hiking

						See pages 7, 46 and 55

						Crete’s countless walking opportunities include spectacular gorge hikes that take you from the mountains to the sea.

						Shutterstock
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							10	Haniá

						See page 205

						Wander the streets of Haniá’s old town to discover its beautiful harbour and haunting vestiges of a Minoan, Venetian and Ottoman past.

						Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock
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							11	Áyios Nikólaos

						See page 124

						With no end of restaurants, bars and clubs, this is one of the island’s most vibrant and picturesque towns.

						Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock
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							12	Lefká Óri

						See page 229

						The Lefká Óri, or White Mountains, snow-capped right through to June, dominate the western end of the island, offering some unbeatable walking, hiking and adventure.

						Shutterstock
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							13	Beaches

						See page 246

						From great swathes of sand at the north-coast resorts to tiny pebble coves overshadowed by stunning mountains in the south, Crete has beaches to suit any mood.

						Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock
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							14	Caves

						See page 183

						The awesome Melidhóni Cave is just one of hundreds dotted around the island, many of which can be visited.

						Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock
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							15	Moní Arkádhi

						See page 181

						The most celebrated of Crete’s numerous monasteries has a fine Venetian church and is an emblem of the island’s struggle for independence.

						Shutterstock
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							16	Réthymno

						See page 173

						Lose yourself in the old quarter of Réthymno, an elegant town dominated by its Venetian fortress and fine beach.

						Georgios Tsichlis/Shutterstock
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							17	Byzantine frescoes

						See page 86

						Some of the finest Byzantine frescoes in Greece are to be found in Crete’s country churches.

						Shutterstock
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							18	The kafenío

						See page 51

						Focal point of traditional Cretan life, the kafenío is a great place for lively discussions or games of távli (backgammon) while downing a coffee, an ouzo or a fiery rakí.

						Shutterstock
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							19	THE AMÁRI VALLEY

						See page 187

						A beautiful valley with spectacular mountain views which epitomises Cretan rural life.

						Shutterstock
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							20	WINE

						See page 52

						Wine has been made in Crete for around 4000 years, but in recent years the island has seen a boom in boutique wineries and high quality wines.

						Shutterstock

					

				

			

		

		
			There are as many potential itineraries as there are visitors to Crete, and you’ll no doubt want to create your own to reflect personal interests, whether those be mountain climbing, bird-watching or lying on the beach. The itineraries below should begin to give a flavour of what the island has to offer.

			THE GREAT ISLAND

			The Grand Tour, taking in the best-known destinations. Allow at least two weeks, taking time off for the beaches and hikes along the way.

			1	Iráklio The inevitable starting point, Crete’s capital boasts a world-class archeological museum, and is the easiest base from which to visit the ruins at Knossós. See page 67

			2	Áyios Nikólaos Home to the finest of Crete’s luxury resort hotels, this is a beautiful town with good restaurants and nightlife. See page 124

			3	Sitía Laidback capital of the far east, offering excellent food, subtle charms and an escape from mass tourism. See page 144

			4	Zákros A tiny, isolated seaside hamlet with a lovely pebble beach and one of the four great Minoan palaces. See page 153

			5	Mátala From hippy hideout in the 1960s to crowded resort today, Mátala and its beachside caves have managed to retain a unique charm. See page 109

			6	Réthymno A university city with an enchanting old town, a big sandy beach and beautiful countryside in easy reach. See page 173

			7	Haniá The island’s second city is for many its most attractive; gateway to the mountains of the west and with plenty of sophisticated charm. See page 205

			THE EAST: MINOANS, MOUNTAINS AND BEACHES

			This itinerary presents a little of everything the east of the island has to offer, with ample opportunities for getting to the beach or hiking into the hills. You could easily do it in four days, or break the journey into day-trips from a base almost anywhere in the east.

			1	Knossós The greatest of the Minoan palaces, Knossós lies in the countryside just behind Iráklio. Partly reconstructed and with many of the original frescoes copied, it’s an extraordinary sight. See page 78

			2	Mália Both the island’s most notorious resort and an important Minoan palace, in a glorious seaside setting. Some of Crete’s sandiest beaches lie between here and Knossós. See page 94

			3	Kárfi An ancient Minoan site on a limestone pinnacle, with spectacular views over the coast and the Lasíthi plateau. Little survives of the site itself, but the journey, the taxing hike up and the chance to visit the plateau afterwards are irresistible. See page 136

			4	Spinalónga This island and one-time leper colony can be reached only by boat, with swimming in crystal-clear waters along the way. See page 130

			5	Gourniá A unique Minoan town set on the isthmus at Crete’s narrowest point, Gourniá allows a glimpse of the lives of ordinary Cretans four thousand years ago. See page 140

			6	Mýrtos A tranquil, laidback spot on the sunny south coast where there’s little to do but lie on the beach, swim, eat and drink. See page 166

			7	Ayía Triádha Tiny and enigmatic, Minoan Ayía Triádha has glorious views of both mountains and sea, with easy access to both. It’s also very near the major palace at Festós, and the Roman ruins of Górtys. See page 106

			8	Zarós A wholly traditional village in the shadow of the Psilorítis mountains, Zarós offers some great places to stay and to eat, as well as lovely walks. See page 99

			
				
					
						 

					

					
						[image: Image ID:MAP001Itineraries]
					

				

			

			WALKING IN THE WEST: CASTLES AND CHURCHES

			The castles, monasteries and wonderful painted Byzantine churches that litter the west are set among some of Crete’s finest hiking territory and most spectacular mountain scenery. This itinerary takes you to a selection; all of them also offer tremendous opportunities for short walks or day hikes.

			1	Moní Arkádhi The island’s most important monastery – with a fine Venetian church – is a shrine to the nineteenth-century independence struggle. A branch of the E4 path passes the monastery, which is also close to superb walking in the Amári valley. See page 181

			2	Moní Préveli Another of Crete’s great monastic settlements, Préveli played a heroic role in World War II. Walk down to Palm Beach directly below, or longer hikes head up the river behind the beach. See page 196

			3	Frangokástello An imposing fourteenth-century Venetian fort between the beach and forbidding mountains. Two little-known gorges are nearby. See page 240

			4	Church of Panayía and Sotíra, Roústika Some of Crete’s most spectacular mountain roads lie between Frangokástello and Roústika, a drive through great walking country. The Byzantine church has some of the finest ancient frescoes in Crete. See page 198

			5	Chapel of Metamórphosis Sotírou, Mesklá Hidden away in a mountain village close to Haniá, this chapel celebrating Christ’s transfiguration has superb frescoes dating from the fourteenth century. There are some great rural tavernas nearby, too. See page 227

			6	Moní Goniá, Kolimbári On the coast at the base of the Rodhopoú peninsula, where few roads penetrate, this seventeenth-century monastery played a stirring role in Crete’s wars against the Turks – and has cannonballs lodged in its walls to prove it. See page 224

			7	Topólia Fascinating village with a frescoed Byzantine church – several others are nearby – at the head of a lovely inland ravine. See page 250

			8	Moní Khrysoskalítissa Isolated in the southwest, almost at the end of the road, this much-venerated monastery, close to fine beaches, is reached through verdant countryside studded with ancient churches and chapels. See page 249

		

	
		
			Basics

		

		
			Getting there

			By far the easiest way to get to Crete is to fly. The vast majority of visitors are Northern Europeans on package tours that include a direct charter flight. Many of these charter companies sell flight-only tickets on their planes, and there’s an increasing number of direct scheduled flights too. Overland routes are long, tortuous and expensive, so we’ve included only the briefest details here. If your starting point is outside Europe the most cost-effective way to reach Crete may well be to get to London – or Amsterdam, Frankfurt or another Northern European hub – and pick up an onward flight from there.

			The chief disadvantage of direct flights to Crete is a lack of flexibility; for greater choice, you may have to fly to Athens and take a domestic flight or ferry from there (see page 43). 

			There are two main airports on the island: at Iráklio (Heraklion) for the centre and east, and at Haniá (Chania) for the west; both have scheduled international services with budget airlines, regular charters from across Europe and numerous daily flights from Athens. Sitía in the far east has just a few flights from Athens and regional Greek airports.

			When buying flights it always pays to shop around, and bear in mind that many websites don’t include charter or budget airlines in their results. Be aware too that a package deal, with accommodation included, can sometimes be as cheap as, or even cheaper than, a flight alone: there’s no rule that says you have to use your accommodation every night, or even at all.
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						Tour boat near Áyios Nikólaos

						iStock

					

				

			

			Flights from the UK and Ireland

			There are direct flights from the UK to Crete on British Airways (http://ba.com), with budget airlines easyJet (http://easyjet.com), Ryanair (http://ryanair.com), Jet2 (http://jet2.com) and Norwegian (http://norwegian.com), or with charter airlines. Don’t expect them to be cheap though: unless you book far in advance, there are few bargains to be had. Fares depend on the season, with the highest in July, August and during Easter week. But May, June and September are also popular, and since no direct flights operate through the winter (most run from April to mid-October), bargains are rare at any time. In theory, you can fly from Gatwick to Iráklio for as little as £80 return, but you’ll have to move very fast to find fares this low. Realistically you can expect to pay £200–450 return at most times of the year; more if you leave your booking late.

			British Airways operates almost daily flights from Gatwick to Iráklio and two to three a week from Heathrow to Haniá. EasyJet flies to Iráklio from Gatwick (twice daily) and from Manchester, Edinburgh, Luton and Bristol; and to Haniá daily from Gatwick. Jet2 has flights to Iráklio from Leeds-Bradford, London Stansted, Glasgow, Manchester, Edinburgh, East Midlands and Newcastle. Ryanair flies to Haniá from Stansted (4 weekly), and from Leeds, Manchester, Bristol, East Midlands and Glasgow. Norwegian offers two flights a week from Gatwick to Haniá.

			Most charter operators offer very similar flight-only deals, either through their own websites or through package and specialist operators; prices from airports outside London are generally somewhat higher. In summer there are direct charters to Iráklio from numerous regional airports in the UK; the biggest operator is Tui (http://tui.co.uk/flight; they also go to Haniá).

			If you can’t find a direct flight, want more flexibility or are travelling out of season, consider travelling via Athens (some flights are also routed via Thessaloníki), with a domestic flight or ferry from there to Crete. Scheduled flights include Aegean (http://aegeanair.com) from Heathrow, Manchester and Edinburgh to Athens; British Airways from Heathrow to Athens and Gatwick to Thessaloníki; easyJet from Gatwick, Manchester, Bristol or Edinburgh to Athens and Gatwick, Luton or Manchester to Thessaloníki; Ryanair from Stansted to Athens and Thessaloníki; Jet2 from several regional airports to Thessaloníki; and Wizzair (http://wizzair.com) from Luton to Athens. From Athens you will then have to arrange onward transport to Crete (see page 43).

			From Dublin there are direct charters to Crete (rarely less than €400), while Ryanair, Aegean and Aer Lingus (http://aerlingus.com) all fly direct to Athens, with fares starting at around €90 each way, though more commonly two or three times that amount. These all operate in summer only – at other times of year you’ll have to make at least one stop en route to Greece, in London or elsewhere.

			Flights from the USA and Canada

			Delta (http://delta.com), United (http://united.com) and Emirates (http://emirates.com) operate direct nonstop flights from New York JFK to Athens, daily for most of the year, while American (http://aa.com) flies five times a week from Philadelphia to Athens between May and October. Code-sharing airlines can quote through fares with one of the above, or a European partner, from virtually every major US city, connecting either at New York or a European hub such as London or Frankfurt. From Athens there are reasonably priced add-on flights to Crete (see page 43).

			Fares vary greatly, so it’s worth putting in a little time on the internet, or using a good travel agent; book as far ahead as possible to get the best price. Round-trip prices range from US$800 out of season to $1700 in high summer; from the west coast, expect to pay ten to twenty percent more. Remember too that you may be better off getting a domestic flight to New York or Philadelphia and heading directly to Athens from there, or flying to London (beware of changing airports) or another European city and travelling on from there.

			As with the US, airfares from Canada vary depending on where you start your journey, and whether you take a direct service. Air Canada Rouge (http://aircanada.com) flies to Athens out of Toronto three to five times weekly, and from Montreal two to four times weekly, between May and October. Air Transat (http://airtransat.com) also has summer-only flights from Toronto (weekly) and Montreal (twice a week) to Athens. Otherwise you’ll have to choose among one- or two-stop itineraries on a variety of European carriers, or perhaps Delta via New York; costs run from Can$800 round trip in low season from Toronto to well over double that from Vancouver in high season.

			For all of the above, a connecting flight to Crete will add US$75–150, depending on season and airline.

			Flights from Australia and New Zealand

			There are no direct flights from Australia or New Zealand to Greece; you’ll have to change planes in Southeast Asia, the Gulf or Europe. Tickets bought direct from the airlines tend to be expensive; travel agents or Australia-based websites generally offer much better deals on fares and have the latest information on limited specials and stopovers. 

			Fares from Australia start from around Aus$1000, rising to around Aus$2600 depending on season, routing, validity, number of stopovers, etc. The shortest flights and best fares are generally with airlines like Emirates (http://emirates.com), in partnership with Qantas (http://qantas.com), and Etihad (http://etihadairways.com), who fly you direct to Athens from their Gulf hubs, though you’ll also find offers on Swiss (http://swiss.com), KLM (http://klm.com) and other European carriers. From New Zealand, prices are slightly higher: from around NZ$1300, rising to over NZ$3000 in high season.

			If Greece is only one stop on a longer journey, you might consider buying a Round-the-World (RTW) fare, although Greece never seems to be included in any of the cheaper deals, which means you might have to stump up over Aus$3000/NZ$3500 for one of the fully flexible multi-stop fares from One World or the Star Alliance. At that price, you may be better off with a cheaper deal and a separate ticket to Greece once you get to Europe.

			Flights from South Africa

			There are currently no direct flights from South Africa to Greece. Alternative routes include EgyptAir (http://egyptair.com) via Cairo, Emirates (http://emirates.com) or Etihad (http://etihadairways.com) via the Gulf, or just about any of the major European airlines through their domestic hub. Prices start at around R8000 for a good low-season deal, to double that in high season or if the cheaper seats have gone.

			Overland from the UK, Ireland and the rest of Europe

			As a result of the economic crisis, Greek rail routes have been greatly reduced, and once you reach Crete there are no trains at all. However, that doesn’t necessarily mean that you can’t travel most of the way to Crete by train, provided you have three or four days to spare and accept that it will almost always work out more expensive than flying. Travelling by train offers the chance to stop over on the way; with an InterRail (for European residents only) or Eurail (for all others) pass you could take in Greece as part of a wider rail trip around Europe. The most practical route from Britain crosses France and Italy before embarking on the ferry from Bari or Brindisi to Pátra. If you’re determined to go all the way by train, there are a number of alternative routes across Europe to either Belgrade or Sofia, each of which has connections to Thessaloníki, from where you can get an onward train to Athens. Booking well in advance (essential in summer) and going for the cheapest seats on each leg, you can theoretically buy individual tickets to Iráklio for around £225/€250/$290 each way. Using rail passes will cost you more, but give far more flexibility. For full details, check out The Man in Seat 61 website (http://seat61.com).

			Driving to Crete can also be worth considering if you want to explore en route or are going to stay for an extended period. The most popular route is again down through France and Italy to catch one of the Adriatic ferries. The much longer alternative through Eastern Europe only makes sense if you want to explore the Greek mainland on the way.

			Once in Italy, regular car and passenger ferries link Venice, Ancona, Bari and Brindisi with Pátra (Patras, at the northwest tip of the Peloponnese). From here you can cut across country to Pireás for daily ferries to Crete, or head down through the Peloponnese to Yíthio, from where there are a couple of weekly sailings to Kastélli in western Crete.

			Internal flights to Crete

			Flying to Crete via Greece doesn’t necessarily mean going through Athens, although the vast majority of people do so. From Athens Olympic (http://olympicair.com) offer at least seven flights a day to Iráklio in peak season, and there are also services with Ellinair (http://ellinair.com), Ryanair (http://ryanair.com), Volotea (http://volotea.com) and Sky Express (http://www.skyexpress.gr). Olympic also fly several times daily to Haniá, and six days a week to Sitía. Journey time is less than an hour, and flying is good value when weighed against a ferry trip: one-way prices start from around €50. There are also daily direct flights from Thessaloníki to Iráklio on Olympic and Ellinair and to Haniá with Ryanair, and direct services in summer from some of the larger islands, as well as connections from every regional Greek airport. Sky Express also serve various smaller islands.

			Ferries to Crete

			There are overnight services every day throughout the year from Pireás (the port of Athens) to Iráklio and Haniá, plus daytime services in summer and at other peak periods. There are also much slower ferries, once or twice a week, to Sitía and Kastélli. The latter goes via Yíthio in the Peloponnese, and the island of Kýthira. Ferries are operated by ANEK (http://anek.gr; Iráklio, Haniá and Sitía), Minoan (http://minoan.gr; Iráklio and Haniá) and Avlemon (210 808 1967; Kastélli and the Peloponnese route); information on all the routes can also be found at http://openseas.gr and http://ferries.gr.

			Pireás is about an hour from Athens airport by bus (#X96; at least 2 an hour, day and night; €6), or easily reached on the Metro from central Athens. A taxi from the airport will cost around €45. You can buy tickets online, or from dozens of agencies in Pireás or in central Athens, as well as from booths on the docks near the boats. If you’re taking a car or want a cabin it’s worth booking ahead, but deck-class tickets are always available on the spot.

			These cheapest tickets give you the run of almost the entire boat, excluding the cabins, some reserved seating and the upper-class restaurant and bar. Most of the ferries serving Crete are modern and reasonably luxurious, with plenty of café and “pullman seating” areas inside, though often without a huge amount of deck space. If you are travelling deck class, it’s worth getting on board reasonably early to claim a good space. Cabins are also available, ranging from four-berth, shared cabins inside (all en suite and perfectly adequate) up to deluxe suites with huge picture windows.

			Prices are similar on all the routes: around €40 deck class, €70 for a berth in a basic cabin, and €100–130 per person in a luxurious double, with cars going for €60 and motorbikes for €20.

			Agents and operators

			Just about every mainstream tour operator includes Crete in its portfolio. You’ll find far more interesting alternatives, however, through small specialist agencies. As well as traditional village-based accommodation, many of these offer walking or nature holidays and cater for other special interests such as yoga, art, kayaking or cycling.

			PACKAGE OPERATORS

			Grecian Tours Australia, 085 2796 8599, http://greciantours.com.au. A variety of accommodation and sightseeing tours, plus flights.

			Hidden Greece UK, 020 8004 9095, http://hidden-greece.co.uk. Specialist agent putting together tailor-made packages to smaller destinations at reasonable prices.

			Homeric Tours US, 800 223 5570, http://homerictours.com. Hotel packages, individual tours, escorted group tours (though none exclusively to Crete), and fly/drive deals. Good source of inexpensive flights.

			Olympic Holidays UK, 020 8492 6868, http://olympicholidays.com. Huge package holiday company specializing in Greece; all standards from cheap-and-cheerful to five-star, and often a good source of last-minute bargains and cheap flights.

			Sunvil Holidays UK, 020 8568 4499, http://sunvil.co.uk. High-quality outfit offering a wide range of small hotels, apartments and villas in western Crete.

			True Greece US, 1 800 817 7098, http://truegreece.com. Upmarket escorted travel and custom-made trips catering for special interests such as cooking.

			VILLA AND APARTMENT HOLIDAYS

			Cachet Travel UK, 020 8847 8700, http://cachet-travel.co.uk. Attractive range of villas and apartments right across the island, plus some boutique hotels.

			CV Villas UK, 020 3553 7658, http://cvvillas.com. Upmarket villas, mainly in Eloúnda and Áyios Nikólaos.

			Freelance Holidays UK, 01789 297705, http://freelancevillas.com. Good-value apartment and villa holidays across Crete, mostly in the west.

			Greek Islands Club UK, 020 8232 9780, http://gicthevillacollection.com. Upmarket villas with private pools, in the west.

			Pure Crete UK, 01444 880 404, http://purecrete.com. Village villas and characterful converted cottages and farmhouses in western Crete, plus walking, wildlife and other special-interest trips.

			Simpson Travel UK, 020 3504 2083, http://simpsontravel.com. Classy villas, upmarket hotels and village hideaways.

			WALKING and wildlife TOURS

			Inntravel UK, 01653 617001, http://inntravel.co.uk. Hotel-to-hotel and single-centre self-guided walking holidays; also some small rural hotels.

			Jonathan’s Tours, 33 562 33 87 90, http://guidedwalks.net. Family-run walking holidays with a highly experienced guide – English, but based in France.

			Naturetrek UK, 01962 733051, http://naturetrek.co.uk. Spring and autumn botanical and bird-watching tours.

			Ramblers Holidays UK, 01707 817432, http://ramblersholidays.co.uk. Big, specialist walking-holiday company with a number of options on Crete.

			The Travelling Naturalist UK, 01305 267994, http://naturalist.co.uk. Wildlife holiday company that runs excellent birding and wild-flower-spotting trips to Crete.

			SPECIALIST and activity tours

			Andante Travels UK, 01722 671080, http://andantetravels.co.uk. Minoan archeology tours with leading experts as guides.

			Big Blue Swim UK, 0113 216 9434, http://thebigblueswim.com. Week-long, open-water swimming tours in the southwest.

			Classic Adventures US, 1 800 777 8090, http://classicadventures.com. Twelve-day biking tours.

			Freewheeling Adventures Canada & US, 1 800 672 0775, http://freewheeling.ca. Seven-day cycling tours, escorted or self-guided.

			Northwest Passage US, 1 800 RECREATE, http://nwpassage.com. Excellent sea-kayaking and hiking “inn-to-inn” tours of Crete, plus climbing, art and yoga holidays.

			Sportif UK, 01273 844919, http://sportif.travel. Windsurfing packages and instruction in Palékastro.

			Yoga Escapes UK, 07918 695085, http://yoga-escapes.com. Yoga retreats with 5-star accommodation near Haniá.

			Yoga Rocks UK, 020 3286 2586, http://yogaholidaysgreece.com. Yoga courses in Triópetra, an isolated south coast location.

			Getting around

			Crete is, on the whole, pretty easy to get around. The main towns and resorts along the north coast are linked by an excellent road and a fast and frequent bus service. Elsewhere the road network has been extensively upgraded, and most villages see at least one daily bus. However, if you’re keen to escape the crowds and experience some of Crete’s more remote beaches and spectacular mountain scenery, you’ll need to get off the main roads; for at least some of your time it’s worth considering renting some transport or setting out on foot – or better still, a combination of the two.

			By bus

			The only form of public transport on Crete, buses cover the island remarkably comprehensively. Modern, fast and efficient services run along the main north-coast road every hour or more, though off the major routes standards vary. The ones used primarily by tourists (to Omalós and Hóra Sfakíon for the Samariá Gorge, for example, or to Festós and Mátala) tend also to be modern and convenient. Those that cater mainly for locals are often older vehicles that run once daily as transport to market or school – into the provincial capital very early in the morning and back out to the village around lunchtime, which means they’re of little use for day-trips. There are few places not accessible by bus, though, and if you combine buses with some walking you’ll get about extremely cheaply, if not always especially quickly.

			Buses on Crete are run by a consortium of companies jointly known as KTEL. That this is not one single company is most obvious in Iráklio where there are two separate bus terminals, serving different directions. On the whole, buses to a given village run from the provincial capital – Iráklio, Réthymno and Haniá, or in Lasíthi province from Áyios Nikólaos and Sitía. There are also a number of small-scale services that cross inter-provincial borders. Timetables, fares and online booking for the west (Réthymno and Haniá) can be found at http://e-ktel.com, and for the east (Iráklio and Lasíthi) at http://ktelherlas.gr; printed timetables are generally available from bus stations and tourist offices.

			Prices remain reasonable: each hop between the major north-coast towns – Iráklio to Réthymno or Áyios Nikólaos, for example, or Réthymno to Haniá – costs €7–8 one way.

			By taxi or tour bus

			Local taxis are exceptionally good value, at least as long as the meter is running or you’ve fixed a price in advance; from the airport in Iráklio to Hersónisos, for example, would be about €35, or the 90km from Haniá airport to Paleóhora around €100. Much of their business is long-distance, taking people to and from the villages around the main towns (at some city taxi ranks and all major airports, there’s a printed list of prices to the most common destinations). If you want to visit somewhere where there’s only one bus, or spend some time hiking and get a ride back, it’s well worth arranging for a taxi to pick you up: four people together in a taxi will pay little more per person than on the bus.

			It’s also quite easy to negotiate a day or half-day sightseeing by taxi, although this may require some Greek, and over long distances can become expensive. A simpler alternative for a one-off visit is to take a bus tour. Travel agents everywhere offer the obvious ones – the Samariá Gorge or Vái beach – and a few offer more adventurous alternatives: some of the best of these are detailed in the Guide.

			By car or motorbike

			Renting a car or bike (or bringing your own), will give you a huge amount of extra freedom to explore and to check out mountain villages and isolated beaches. Most people seem to do this for at least part of their stay, and there are numerous operators in every resort, the vast majority of them offering modern, reliable vehicles and competitive rates.

			Do take the time, however, to check out any vehicle carefully before driving off. More importantly, take care while driving, as Greece has a very high accident rate compared with Northern Europe or North America. This is in part due to the state of the roads and the nature of the countryside: although many minor roads have been upgraded in recent years, they are still mountainous and winding, and you’ll frequently pass without warning from a smooth, modern surface to a stretch of potholed track. Signage is also poor in many places, and road traffic rules often ignored. On the narrower parts of the main north-coast highway – an excellent road for the most part – you’re expected to drive with at least two wheels on the hard shoulder to allow faster vehicles to overtake.

			Fuel costs are relatively high, with regular unleaded (amólyvdhi) currently around €1.61 per litre on the north coast, but often €1.90-plus in more remote areas; diesel is a little cheaper. It’s easy to run out after dark or at weekends, especially in the extreme east and west of the island; most rural stations close at 7 or 8pm and some shut at weekends. When touring in these areas it’s wise to maintain a full tank, especially when a weekend or national holiday is approaching.

			Rules of the road

			EU and UK driving licences are valid in Crete, and in practice you can rent a vehicle with almost any valid national licence: however, non-EU drivers are legally required to have an International Driving Permit (acquired before leaving home through organizations such as the AAA; http://aaa.com), and the lack of one could cause problems should you have a run-in with the police. It is compulsory to wear seat belts and for motor-cyclists to wear helmets, and children under the age of 10 are not allowed to sit in the front seats of cars. There has also been a major crackdown on drink-driving in recent years, with random checks and roadblocks especially designed to catch clubbers heading home in the early hours of the morning around major towns and resorts. Parking can also be a headache, especially in the big towns, where it’s rarely obvious where you are and are not allowed to park, or how to pay when you do so.

			If you are involved in any kind of accident it’s illegal to drive away, and you can theoretically be held at a police station for up to 24 hours. If this happens, ring your consulate immediately to get a lawyer, and don’t make a statement to anyone who doesn’t speak, and write, very good English. On-the-spot fines can be issued for minor traffic infringements such as speeding or crossing a central double white line; from around €50 to €200 depending on the gravity of the offence. The address on the ticket will detail the office in the nearest town to which you should go to pay the fine.

			
				
					six Scenic Drives

					The Far West A circuit from Kastélli Kissámou, down the west coast and back on the inland roads via Élos offers a bit of everything: stunning coastal vistas, traditional villages, mountains and gorges. See page 245

					North to South West of Réthymno, a choice of roads crosses the island towards Frangokástello and Plakiás, each more spectacular than the next. See page 198

					Amári Valley and Psilorítis Heading southeast from Réthymno, the Arkádhi monastery marks the entry to the Amári valley, whose east side, especially, offers glorious mountain scenery. See page 187

					Iráklio to Réthymno Take the old road via Anóyia for a complete contrast to the coastal highway, or combine with the Amári route for a total circumnavigation of Crete’s highest mountain. See page 87

					Lasíthi plateau Beautiful, however you approach it: try a complete circuit, climbing up from the north coast and back through Neápolis. See page 134

					The Far East Barren and lonely: from Sitía, head east to Vái beach, south through Zákros and Xerókambos, then back on the inland road via Zíros. See page 149

				

			

			Car rental

			Car rental starts at around €35 a day or €200 a week in high season for the smallest model, including unlimited mileage, tax and insurance; outside peak season, prices drop by about 25 percent. An open-top jeep or a van will cost up to three times as much; jeeps can be fun, but there’s little point going for a fancy vehicle – you’ll rarely get a chance to drive at great speed, and small cars are an advantage when parking or negotiating narrow village streets.

			Many package holidays will include a car, and if not there’s a great deal to be said for organizing your rental in advance, when you may well get a much better deal. If you go for a Cretan company, pick one that is local to where you intend to head or, if you’re touring around, one that has offices around the island to ensure that there’s help available should you need it.

			Almost all agencies require a credit card to swipe as a deposit against any damage caused; minimum age requirements vary from 21 to 25. Be sure to check that full insurance and a collision damage waiver is included (or take out a separate car hire excess insurance in advance, generally far cheaper) and note that damage to tyres and the underside of the vehicle is usually excluded from the insurance, so take care on bumpy dirt roads.

			Motorbikes and mopeds

			Motorbikes, mopeds, scooters and quad bikes are also widely available to rent in Crete, at prices starting at around €20 a day (€120/week) for a 50cc moped, and €30 a day (€190/week) for a 200cc trail bike. Reputable establishments demand a full motorcycle driving licence for any engine over 80cc, and you will usually have to leave your passport (sometimes a valid credit card is acceptable) as security. For smaller models any driving licence will do.

			The smaller bikes and scooters are ideal for pottering around for a day or two, but don’t regard them as serious transport: Crete is very mountainous and the mopeds simply won’t go up some of the steeper hills, even carrying only one person. Be sure not to run beyond the range of your petrol tank either, as they’re not designed for long-distance travel and there are few filling stations outside the towns. For serious exploration, or to venture into the mountains, you really need a motorbike or a more powerful scooter.

			Although motorbikes are enormous fun to ride around, you need to take more than usual care: there’s an alarming number of accidents each year among visitors and locals because basic safety procedures are not followed. It’s only too easy to come to grief on a potholed road or steep dirt track, especially at night. You should never rent a bike that you feel you can’t handle, and always use a helmet (a legal requirement), despite the fact that many locals don’t. Quite apart from any injuries, you’re likely to be charged a criminally high price for any repairs needed for the bike, so make sure that you are adequately insured. Note that some travel insurance policies specifically exclude injuries sustained while riding/driving a rented vehicle.

			car rental agencies in Crete

			Alianthos, 28320 32033, http://alianthos-group.com. Cars and bikes, with offices at the airports and across western Crete.

			Blue Sea, 2810 221 215, http://bluesearentals.com. Cars and bikes in Iráklio and elsewhere.

			Clubcars, 28410 25868, http://clubcars.net. Áyios Nikólaos, Iráklio airport and other locations in the east.

			Kosmos, 28210 63035, http://kosmos-carrental.com. Iráklio, Réthymno, Haniá, Áyios Nikólaos.

			Motor Club, 2810 222 408, http://motorclub.gr. Cars and bikes in Iráklio and resort locations.

			Walking, cycling and local boats

			There are plenty of walking opportunities for visitors. Choices range from local strolls inland from almost any resort to organized tours through the Samariá Gorge and the challenging E4 trans-European footpath, which crosses the island from west to east. If you have the time and stamina, walking is probably the single best way to see the island. There are suggestions for hikes, from easy strolls to serious climbing, throughout the Guide: check out, too, our list of specialist walking-tour operators (see page 44).

			Cycling

			The popularity of cycling has been growing in Crete – mountain bikes can be rented in most resorts of any size, and many of the rental places offer organized local excursions. Any significant distance, however, generally involves steeply mountainous terrain and, in summer, fierce heat. Even so, provided you’re reasonably fit, riding a bike offers an incomparable view of the island and guarantees contact with locals whom the average visitor could never meet. A number of companies offer tours involving group exploration of the island by bike (see page 44). If you’re really keen you can bring your own bike by plane (it’s normally free within your ordinary baggage allowance) or by sea if you’re coming from Italy or Athens (in which case it should go free on the ferry).

			Boats and local ferries

			Around the island numerous local ferry services run to offshore islets and isolated beaches; these are detailed throughout the Guide. Where there is no ferry service you can often arrange a trip with local fishermen. Asking at the bar in the nearest fishing village will usually turn up someone willing to make the trip. Some adventure travel operators (see page 44) offer tours around the coast by sea kayak.

			Accommodation

			There are vast numbers of beds available for tourists in Crete, and most of the year you can rely on turning up pretty much anywhere and finding something. At Easter and in July and August, however, you can run into problems unless you’ve booked in advance, especially in the more popular resorts and cities.

			The big hotels and self-catering complexes in the larger resorts are often pre-booked by package-holiday companies for the whole season. Although they may have vacancies if you just turn up, non-package visitors are far more likely to find themselves staying in smaller, simpler places which usually describe themselves simply as “rooms”, or as apartments or studios. Standards here can vary from spartan (though invariably clean) to luxurious, but the vast majority are purpose-built blocks where every room is en suite, and where the minimal furnishings are well adapted to the local climate – at least in summer.

			Single rooms are rare, and generally poor value – you’ll often have to pay the full double-room price or haggle for around a third off; on the other hand, larger groups and families can almost always find triple and quadruple rooms or two-bedroom apartments, and fancier hotels may have family suites (two rooms sharing one bathroom), all of which can be very good value.

			
				
					ACCOMMODATION PRICES AND SEASONS

					There are typically three seasons that affect accommodation prices in Crete: October to April (low), May, June and September (mid) and July and August (high) – though Easter and the first two weeks of August may be in a higher category still.

					The prices we quote in our accommodation reviews are for the establishment’s cheapest double room in mid-season – there may well be other rooms that cost more.

				

			

			Hotels

			The tourist police set official star categories for hotels, from five-star down; all except the top category have to keep within set price limits. You may occasionally still see the old letter system (L, luxury, is five-star, then A to E). Ratings correspond to the facilities available (lifts, dining room, pool etc), a box-ticking exercise which doesn’t always reflect the actual quality of the hotel; there are plenty of 2-star hotels which are in practice smarter and more comfortable than nearby 3-star outfits. A “boutique” category allows some hotels to escape the ratings straitjacket on the grounds of location or historical significance.

			2-star hotels and below have only to provide the most rudimentary of continental breakfasts – sometimes optional for an extra charge – while 3-star and above will usually offer a buffet breakfast including cheese, cold meats, eggs and cereals.

			Rooms and apartments

			Many places categorized as apartments or rooms are every bit as comfortable as hotels, and in the lower price ranges are usually more congenial and better value. Traditionally rooms (dhomátia – but usually spotted by a “Rooms for Rent” or Zimmer Frei sign) were literally a room in someone’s house, a bare space with a bed and a hook on the back of the door, where the sparse facilities were offset by the disarming hospitality you’d be offered as part of the family. Such places are now rare, however, and these days almost all are purpose-built (though many still family-run), with comfortable en suites, air-conditioning and balconies – at the fancier end of the scale you’ll find studio and apartment complexes with marble floors, pools, bars and children’s playgrounds. Many have a variety of rooms at different prices, so if possible always ask to see the room first. Places described as studios usually have a small kitchenette – a fridge, sink and a couple of hotplates in the room itself – while apartments generally have at least one bedroom and separate kitchen/living room. The popularity of sites like Airbnb, combined with the economic crisis, has also led to something of a flood of individuals renting rooms or apartments, largely unregulated; many are wonderful, but make sure you know exactly what you’re getting, and its location.

			
				
					Air conditioning and WI-FI

					Almost all modern rooms and apartments have air conditioning, but it’s sometimes an optional extra and you’ll be charged an additional €5 or so a night for the remote so you can use it. If there’s no a/c, we’ll mention it in the listings. Wi-fi is ubiquitous, and even the most basic places tend to have it; there’s very rarely a charge (you’re more likely to be charged extra, ironically, in more expensive hotels), but the signal may not extend to the rooms (or if it does, not to every room), and it’s often pretty slow.

				

			

			Rooms proprietors sometimes ask to keep your passport: ostensibly “for the tourist police”, but in reality to prevent you leaving with an unpaid bill. Some may be satisfied with just taking down the details, and they’ll almost always return the documents once you get to know them. In the larger resorts, though, the only way to keep hold of your passport may be to pay in advance.

			Villas and longer-term stays

			Although one of the great dreams of Greek travel is finding an idyllic coastal villa and renting it for virtually nothing for a whole month, there’s no chance at all of your dream coming true in modern Crete. All the best villas are contracted out to agents and let through foreign operators. Even if you do find one empty for a week or two, renting it in Crete usually costs far more than it would have done to arrange from home. Specialist operators (see page 44) represent some superb places, from simple to luxurious, and costs can be very reasonable, especially if shared between a few people.

			Having said that, if you do arrive and decide you want to drop roots for a while, you can still strike lucky if you don’t mind avoiding the coast, and are happy with relatively modest accommodation. Pick an untouristed inland village, get yourself known and ask about; you might still pick up a wonderful deal. And there are also plenty of apartments on Airbnb and the like, rarely super-luxurious but often good value at short notice. Out of season your chances are much better – even in touristy areas, between October and March (sometimes as late as April and May) you can bargain a very good rate, especially for stays of a month or more. Travel agents are another good source of information on what’s available locally, and many rooms places have an apartment on the side or know someone with one to rent.

			Youth hostels

			Two excellent, long-established, traditional-style hostels survive on Crete – in Réthymno and Plakiás – along with two new backpacker-style places each in Iráklio and Haniá (Iráklio also has an old youth hostel, not recommended). Facilities are basic – you pay €12–15 a night for a dormitory bed (€20 in Haniá) on which to spread your sleeping bag – but they offer cheap meals, kitchen facilities, a good social life and an excellent grapevine for finding work or travelling companions.

			Camping

			There are about fourteen official campsites in Crete – see http://greececamping.gr for a list – and on the whole they’re not very comfortable, tending to be dominated by camper vans and with very hard earth. Several do have spectacular seafront locations, though. Prices start at around €5/night per person, but they mount up once you’ve added a charge for a tent (generally about €3.50 for a two-person model or €5 for something larger), and the same again for a vehicle and for everyone in your group – you’re looking at €18–25 a night for two people, tent and vehicle in high season.

			
				
					SEVEN GREAT ESCAPES

					Looking to get away from it all and escape the crowds? Look no further:

					Akrogiali, Kissamos Rooms on the beach, accessed by boat. See page 212

					Miliá Eco Village Abandoned mountain hamlet restored as lovely, candle-lit accommodation. See page 251

					Moní Koudhoumá This remote seaside monastery welcomes pilgrims and gives them a bed. See page 115

					Thalori, Káto Kapetanianá. Not far from Koudhoumá but a complete contrast; luxury restored houses in an isolated, largely abandoned mountain village. See page 115

					Vailakakis, Sarakiníko, Gávdhos The island of Gávdhos is about as far off the grid as you can hope to get in Europe. See page 263

					Vilaeti Traditional Guesthouses, Áyios Konstantínos Night-time on the Lasíthi plateau is magical: a taste of timeless mountain Crete. See page 137

					Zakros Palace Apartments, Zákros High above the beach, gorge and palace of Zákros in the isolated far east. See page 158

				

			

			Camping outside an official campsite (with or without a tent) is against the law – enforced in most tourist areas and on beaches. Nevertheless, with discretion and sensitivity it can still be done: the police crack down on people camping rough on (and littering) popular mainstream tourist beaches, but there are still places on the south and west coasts where the practice is fairly common.

			From May until early September it’s warm enough to sleep out in just a lightweight sleeping bag (though the nights can be chilly in mountainous zones). A waterproof bag or groundsheet is useful to keep out the late summer damp, and a foam pad lets you sleep in relative comfort almost anywhere.

			Food and drink

			Cretans spend a lot of time socializing outside their homes, and sharing a meal is one of the chief ways of doing it. The atmosphere is invariably relaxed and informal, with pretensions and expense-account prices rare outside the fancier hotels. Greeks are not prodigious drinkers – tippling is traditionally meant to accompany food – though there are plenty of bars in the tourist resorts and you can always get a beer, a glass of wine or an ouzo at a café.

			The food in Crete may be simple, but at its best it is magnificent – vibrantly flavoured with the herbs that scent the countryside. Organic production, local sourcing and foraging for ingredients are not fads or recent developments here, but central to the way people have always eaten; most Cretans have access to a smallholding of some kind, or if not to local markets where the island’s superb agricultural produce is sold. In the better tavernas, the bulk of the produce used will be fresh, local and naturally organic. There’s a food and drink glossary in Contexts (see page 290).

			Breakfast, fast food and snacks

			Greeks generally don’t eat much in the way of breakfast, more often opting for a mid-morning snack from the bakery. Some of the best rooms places and fancier hotels will serve up fresh fruit and yoghurt, eggs straight from the hen and home-made breads and pastries; more often, though, “continental” breakfast consists of cardboard-flavoured orange squash, stewed coffee, processed cheese and meats, plus pre-packaged butter, honey and jam (confusingly called marmeládha). In the resorts, there are plenty of places offering bacon and eggs too.

			Picnics and snacks

			Picnic ingredients are easily available at supermarkets, bakeries and greengrocers, most of which open early. Yoghurt, bread, eggs, fruit, cheese, salami, olives and tomatoes are always easy to buy. Note that Greek cheese isn’t all feta (salty white sheep’s cheese); tasty local varieties include creamy mizíthra, káskavali, kritiko and graviéra; the last – a peppery, mature, full-fat sheep’s cheese – is particularly good.

			At bakeries, you’ll find oven-warm flaky pies filled with cheese (tyrópita), spinach (spanakópita), wild greens or sausage or, better still, stuffed with creamy cheese and sprinkled with icing sugar and cinnamon (bougátsa). In the tourist areas many bakeries also cater for northern European palates by turning out croissants, doughnuts and even wholemeal and rye breads.

			
				
					OLIVE OIL AND THE CRETAN DIET

					Great claims are made for the Cretan diet – comparative studies have shown that the island has (or had) one of the longest-lived and least diseased populations in the world – and any local will be happy to lecture you on the life-enhancing properties of good olive oil (plus a little wine or rakí in moderation). As increasing amounts of meat and dairy produce are added to the everyday diet, the health benefits are falling away, but with plentiful locally produced olive oil, cereals, and sun-ripened vegetables and fruit, this still feels like a very healthy place to eat.

				

			

			Ubiquitous fast-food snacks include souvláki – small kebabs on wooden sticks, which as píta-souvláki are served stuffed into a doughy bread (more like Indian naan than pitta bread) along with salad and yoghurt – and, even better, doner-kebab-like yíros píta. You’ll also find places serving pizza (usually excellent at specialist places and awful in tavernas) and tost (bland ham-and-cheese toasties).

			Seasonal fruits are exceptionally inexpensive. Look out for what’s on offer in the markets or by the roadside: cherries in spring; melons, watermelons, plums and apricots in summer; pears and apples in autumn; oranges and grapes most of the time. They even grow small bananas in the area around Mália – an endeavour heavily subsidized by the EU.

			Tavernas and restaurants

			Most Cretan restaurants describe themselves as tavernas, though you can also get a meal at an estiatório or a psistariá as well as in ouzerís and many others. Estiatória are very similar to tavernas but specialize in the baked dishes known as mayireftá (see page 50), and tend to be simpler, less expensive, and perhaps more traditionally Greek. Psistariés are restaurants that offer grilled or spit-roasted meat, usually over charcoal. A psarótaverna is a taverna that specializes in fish. Ouzerís are bars specializing in ouzo and mezédhes; a rakádhiko, very fashionable these days, is the equivalent, but serving rakí. They are well worth trying for the marvellous variety of mezédhes (small plates of food) they serve, although the most authentic are to be found in the larger towns where there’s a local customer base to keep them on their toes. At the better places several plates of mezédhes will effectively substitute for a meal (though it may not work out any cheaper if you have a healthy appetite, and mezédhes are also served at many tavernas). Wherever you eat, chic appearance is not a good guide to quality; often the most basic place will turn out to be the best, and in swankier restaurants you may well be paying for the linen and stemmed wineglasses.

			
				
					Taverna tips and hours

					Cretans generally eat late: lunch is served at around 2–3pm, dinner at 9–11pm. You can eat earlier than this, but you’re likely to get indifferent service at a tourist establishment or find yourself eating alone everywhere else. If you can’t wait that long, do what the locals do: take an aperitif along with a few mezédhes.

					The opening hours we quote in our reviews throughout the Guide should be taken as indicative rather than set in stone; if you want to sit talking and drinking till the early hours (as many locals do), you’ll rarely be thrown out. And if the proprietor has been up till 3am, it’s no surprise if he should choose to open a little later than usual the next day.

					Prices are supposedly inclusive of all taxes and service, but an extra tip of around five percent or simple rounding up of the bill is always welcome.

				

			

			Sometimes at traditional tavernas and estiatória there’s no menu and you’re taken into the kitchen to inspect what’s on offer: uncooked cuts of meat and fish, simmering pots of stews or vegetables, trays of baked foods. Even where there is a menu (usually in English as well as Greek) it’s often a standard printed form that bears little relation to what is actually on offer: again, check the kitchen or display case.

			A basic taverna meal with house wine or beer will cost around €18–25 per person. Add a better bottle of wine, seafood or more careful cooking, and it could be €25–40 a head; you’ll rarely pay more than that. If you’re unsure about the price of something, ask before ordering since it always seems to turn out more expensive if you wait until after you’ve eaten. Fish is almost always priced by weight (see page 51). There’s always a small cover charge (€0.50–1.50 per person), which includes the bread you’ll inevitably be given.

			Greek dishes and Cretan specialities

			As Cretan restaurants increasingly adapt themselves to tourists, you’ll find that some of the advice below no longer applies in the resorts, where you’re more likely to get western European-style service (places much patronized by the French, for example, offer fixed-price set menus). On the other hand, the better tavernas have started to recognize the value of their culture and serve more consciously traditional foods in traditional ways.

			A typical Greek meal consists of shared salads and appetizers (often in the form of mezédhes) and a main meat or fish dish. They may be brought to the table at much the same time as there’s no strict concept of courses – if you want the main course later, stagger your ordering.

			
				
					Vegetarians

					Although there are scarcely any vegetarian restaurants, vegetarians can eat extremely well in Crete. Quite apart from the fact that meals based on eggs, pizza or pasta are available in all the towns and resorts, as are traditional snacks like tyrópita, the increased interest in local cuisine, as well as pressure from tourists, has seen far more vegetable dishes appear on local menus. Many mezédhes like tzatziki, dolmádhes (stuffed vine leaves) and yígandes (large haricot beans in tomato sauce) are naturally meat-free; you’ll find excellent salads everywhere; yemistá (stuffed vegetables) are usually meat-free; and there are frequently vegetable-baked dishes including ratatouille-like briám, imám bayaldí (stuffed aubergine/eggplant) and bouréki (potato, courgette/zucchini and cheese bake) on the menu.

				

			

			Salads and vegetables are traditionally served as the first course and usually shared. If you ask for salad you’ll invariably be brought horiátiki saláta – the so-called Greek salad, including feta cheese: wonderful as it is there are plenty of cheaper alternatives without cheese. Vegetable dishes are often very good in themselves and, if you order a few between several people, can make a satisfying meal. The main dish of meat or fish generally comes on its own except for maybe a piece of lemon or half a dozen chips (fries); lamb (or better still goat if it’s available) is usually the best meat, local and excellent, if a little pricier than the alternatives. Check out the kitchen for oven-baked dishes (mayireftá, such as moussaká, pastítsio (macaroni pie), meat or game stews, yemistá (stuffed tomatoes or peppers), the oily vegetable casseroles called ladherá, and oven-baked meat and fish), which are generally delicious and less expensive than straight meat or fish dishes.

			Traditionally, restaurants didn’t serve much in the way of dessert – the Greek practice is to visit a zaharoplastío for pastries, coffee and liqueurs once the main meal is over – but these days more often than not you’ll be offered something on the house: fresh fruit, halva or báklava, often accompanied by a glass of rakí.

			In season, fish is varied and delicious, but in summer visitors get a restricted choice as local trawling is prohibited from June to September. It is also relatively expensive: if the prices on the menu seem phenomenally high, that’s generally because they are per kilo; €50 a kilo will work out at €17 or so a head. Most tavernas will encourage you to go into the kitchen to see what’s available and when you’ve selected your fish they’ll weigh it to determine the actual price (a larger fish, shared between two or more, is generally tastier and better value; don’t leave it to the waiter to choose, or you may well get the biggest). Cheaper, tasty alternatives are small sardine or whitebait-style fish, eaten whole, fish soups and stews, and squid, octopus and shellfish.

			
				
					FABULOUS RURAL TAVERNAS

					The best food is often found off the beaten track.

					Kafenío Sto Scolio Anídhri. See page 257

					Piperia Pefkí. See page 163

					Taverna Plateia Mírthios. See page 196

					Taverna Tzitzifia Tzitzifés. See page 220

					Taverna Vilaeti Áyios Konstantínos. See page 137

					Vegera Zarós. See page 101

				

			

			Traditional Cretan specialities increasingly find their way onto menus too: some of the more common among dozens of typical dishes are snails and rabbit, both often served stewed with onions. Look out too for savoury stuffed pastries. Another speciality you shouldn’t miss if you get a chance is hórta – the wild greens that grow in abundance on the Cretan hills. These are gathered and boiled to be served up lukewarm (or sometimes cold), dressed with olive oil and vinegar, and can be delicious – or at the very least good for you. Although you can eat them all year round, spring and autumn are the best times, when they grow vigorously in the damper climate.

			Cafés and bars

			The traditional Cretan coffee shop – the kafenío – filled with old men arguing and playing távli (backgammon, a national obsession; most places will lend you a set) is still found in every village, though increasingly beleaguered under the onslaught of global mass culture. In the towns and resorts its place has largely been taken over by modern cafés and elegant patisseries (zaharoplastía).

			
				
					Rakí – a shot of hospitality

					Rakí, also known in Crete as tsikoudhiá, holds a special place in the Cretan heart, and is central to traditional Cretan hospitality. No matter the time of day, if you’re invited into a Cretan home you’ll be presented with a glass of water, a morsel of cheese or a home-made sweet, and a shot of rakí, the local firewater. Many tavernas will offer you a shot after your meal, too, though this may be a more commercial (and hangover-inducing) product. Distilled from grape must – the leftovers from winemaking – the real stuff is home-made in hundreds of tiny stills (and a few bigger, communal ones) in villages the length of the island. Each is unique – Cretans pride themselves on being able to detect the most subtle distinctions in taste and quality – all are fiercely potent, and the best have a wonderfully clean yet fiery effect. Accept it if you can; quite apart from the danger of causing offence if you refuse, you’ll rarely regret saying yes – and this is a gesture of welcome that still marks Crete out as a uniquely hospitable place.

				

			

			Actual bars are rare except in the bigger resorts, but you can get a beer or glass of wine at almost any time in any café or taverna, and the modern cafés that proliferate in the major towns and cities generally become bars by night.

			Coffee and kafenía

			Traditional Greek coffee is what most Westerners would call “Turkish”, tiny cups filled with a thick, black, heady concoction. It makes a great start to the day or a pick-me-up later – once you’ve acquired the taste and learned to leave the grounds behind in the cup. Most Cretans drink it medium-sweet or métrio; if you want no sugar at all, ask for skéto, while glykó is very sweet indeed. If you want Greek coffee, ask for a kafé ellinikós – many Cretan kafenío proprietors assume foreigners will want ordinary coffee (usually instant), so by choosing it you’ll rise greatly in their estimation. Kafenía also serve ouzo, brandy, beer, various teas (tsáï), soft drinks and juices. Some close at siesta time, but many remain open from early in the morning until late at night.

			Cappuccino and other coffees, including iced freddoccino, are rarely available at kafenía, but are of course the staple of more modern cafés. The universal drink of young Greece, however, is frappé. This is simply instant coffee powder, ice and water, whizzed to a froth and served with a glass of cold water: but it is infinitely better than that makes it sound, and the quintessential taste of a Greek summer. Again, you can have it skéto, métrio or glykó and with milk (me gála) or without.

			Ouzo and rakí

			In a kafenío or ouzerí, the prime time for an ouzo is 6–8pm, before dinner and after the afternoon nap. Ouzo, an aniseed-flavoured spirit, is served by the glass or karafáki (a 200ml vial or miniature bottle); add water or ice to taste, and watch the clear liquid turn cloudy white. Traditionally every ouzo was automatically accompanied by a small plate of mezédhes on the house – cheese, cucumber, tomato, a few olives, sometimes octopus or a couple of small fish – and this is a tradition that has made a welcome comeback; if you want something more substantial, you can always order more. Rakí is a burningly strong, flavourless spirit, usually consumed as a digestif.

			Wine

			Wine is the usual accompaniment to a meal in a restaurant or taverna. If you don’t specify what you want, you’ll be served the house wine, traditionally poured cold from the barrel into tin jugs (kantária) or carafes in either kilo (litre), half- or quarter-kilo measures. Often the wine is home-made and a source of great pride: this can be excellent, it’s invariably interesting and it’s always inexpensive. In more touristy places it may be from a wine box or barrel produced by one of the big co-ops, but again is always local and very drinkable – which is more than can be said for the few bottles of overpriced wine stored on a hot, dusty shelf in the average taverna. If you want to taste the house wine before committing yourself to a karáfa, this should never be a problem.

			
				
					Cretan wine

					With the increase in tourism and a new breed of fancier restaurants has come a demand for a more polished product, and Cretan viniculture is developing rapidly; increasing numbers of vineyards offer tours and tastings (see page 84 and http://winesofcrete.gr). Cretan wines come in many varieties; the hot, dry summers are more suited to producing dry red wines – dark and powerful – than whites. Six traditional grape varieties thrive on the island – kotsifáli, thrapsathíri, liátiko, mandilariá, roméïko and vilána – and there are four appellation wine-growing areas: Pezá, Dafnés, Sitía and Arhánes, the last still using some vineyards cultivated by the Minoans almost four thousand years ago.

					Pezá brands like Minos red and white, which you can get everywhere, are generally palatable if rather boring. The Arhánes wine region also produces some pretty good red and white vintages, most notably by a co-operative that sells its wines under the Arhánes brand name. The Sitian wines Topiko (medium-dry with a hint of sherry) and Myrtos are both good everyday whites to drink with seafood. In the west, Kissamos red is another good bet. But the really interesting wines come from a proliferation of smaller, boutique producers: look out for names including Lyrarakis and Michalakis from the Pezá region; Dafnés producers Douloufakis and Idaia; Economou from Zíros in the far east; or in the west, Manousakis, near Vrísses, and Karavitakis, from the Kolymbári region.

				

			

			Retsína is also produced locally, and always available. This resinated wine, which usually comes in half-litre bottles, is an acquired taste, but some varieties are extremely good (particularly those produced by the Central Union of Haniá Wine Producers). It’s also exceptionally cheap: a half-litre generally costs less than €1 in the supermarket, much the same as a half-litre of beer.

			The media

			Greeks are great devourers of newsprint – although few would propose the Greek mass media as a paradigm of objective journalism. Papers are almost uniformly sensational, while state-run TV and radio are often biased in favour of whichever party happens to be in government. Foreign news is easily available in the form of locally printed newspaper editions and TV news channels.

			Newspapers

			British newspapers are widely available in resorts and the larger towns at a cost of €2–4 for dailies, or €4–6 for Sunday editions. Many, including the Guardian, Times, Mail and Mirror, have slimmed-down editions printed in Greece which are available the same day; others are likely to be a day old. The International Herald Tribune, which has the bonus of including an abridged English edition of the same day’s Kathimerini, a respected Greek daily, is also sold widely, and in bigger newsagents you’ll also be able to find USA Today and Time.

			Radio

			Crete’s airwaves are cluttered with local stations, many of which have plenty of music, often traditional. In resort areas some have news bulletins and tourist information in English. The mountainous nature of much of the island, though, means that any sort of radio reception is tricky: if you’re driving around you’ll find that you constantly have to retune. The two state-run networks are ER1 (a mix of news, talk and pop music) and ER2 (pop music).

			Virtually any radio station from around the world is of course available over the internet, though, and quite a few on satellite TV channels.

			
				
					Movies

					Cretan cinemas show the regular major release movies, which in the case of English-language titles will almost always be in English with Greek subtitles. In summer, open-air screens operate in all the major towns and some of the resorts, and these are absolutely wonderful. You may not hear much, thanks to crackly speakers and locals chatting away throughout, but watching a movie under the stars on a warm night is simply a great experience.

				

			

			Television

			Even if your hotel advertises satellite TV, the only English-language channels usually included are CNN and BBC World. However, most evenings you’ll find English-language films and mini-series, with subtitles, on at least a couple of the main Greek channels.

			Festivals and cultural events

			Most of the big Greek popular festivals have a religious origin, so they’re observed in accordance with the Greek Orthodox calendar. This means that Easter, for example, can fall as much as three weeks to either side of the Western festival.

			On top of the main religious festivals, there are scores of local fiestas, or paniyíria, celebrating the patron saint of the village church. Some of the more important are listed below; the paramoní, or eve of the festival, is often as significant as the day itself, and many of the events are actually celebrated on the night before. If you show up on the morning of the date given you may find that you have missed most of the music, dancing and drinking. With some 330-odd possible saints’ days you’re unlikely to travel for long without stumbling on something. Local tourist offices should be able to fill you in on events in their area. Twelve public holidays are dotted through the year (see page 60), during which banks and many shops and businesses close.

			Easter

			Easter is by far the most important festival of the Greek year. It is an excellent time to be in Crete, both for the beautiful and moving religious ceremonies and for the days of feasting and celebration that follow. If you make for a smallish village, you may well find yourself an honorary member for the period of the festival. This is a busy time for Greek tourists as well as international ones, though, so book ahead.

			The first great ceremony takes place on Good Friday evening as the Descent from the Cross is lamented in church. At dusk, the Epitáfios, Christ’s funeral bier, lavishly decorated by the women of the parish, leaves the sanctuary and is paraded solemnly through the streets. Late Saturday evening sees the climax in a majestic mass to celebrate Christ’s triumphant return. At the stroke of midnight all the lights in each crowded church are extinguished and the congregation plunged into darkness until the priest appears, holding aloft a taper to light the candles of the nearest worshippers. The flame is passed from person to person until the entire church – and the outer courtyard, standing room only for latecomers – is ablaze with burning candles. These are carried home through the streets and are said to bring good fortune to the house if they arrive still alight.

			
				
					Easter’s holy flame – a pagan rite?

					The flame from which all the Easter candles are lit has its source at Christ’s Tomb in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem; here the Patriarch of the Greek Orthodox Church celebrates the ceremony of the Holy Fire each Holy Saturday. From Jerusalem the flame is transported on a special flight to Athens, and within hours distributed by land, sea and air to churches throughout Greece and the islands.

					These ceremonies around the rebirth of light closely mirror the ancient Greek worship of Persephone, daughter of Demeter, goddess of the earth. In legend, Persephone was banished to the darkness of Hades for the winter, returning joyously to the light of day every spring.

				

			

			The lighting of the flames is the signal for celebrations to start, the Lent fast to be broken and, in many Cretan villages, for effigies of Judas to be burned. The traditional greeting, as fireworks and dynamite explode all around you in the street, is Khristós Anésti (“Christ is risen”), to which the response is Alithós Anésti (“Truly He is risen”). On Easter Sunday there’s feasting on roast lamb.

			The Greek equivalent of Easter eggs are hard-boiled eggs (painted red on Holy Thursday), which are baked into twisted, sweet bread-loaves (tsourékia) or distributed on Easter Sunday. People rap their eggs against their friends’ eggs, and the owner of the last uncracked egg is considered lucky.

			January

			Jan 1: New Year’s Day Also celebrated as the Feast of St Basil.

			Jan 6: Epiphany Marks the baptism of Jesus and the end of the twelve days of Christmas. Baptismal fonts, lakes, rivers and seas are blessed, especially harbours, where the priest traditionally casts a crucifix into the water, with local youths competing to recover it.

			February & March

			Carnival (Apokriátika) Festivities span three weeks, climaxing during the seventh weekend before Easter; big in Kalíves, Haniá and Réthymno.

			Clean Monday (Kathará Dheftéra) The beginning of Lent, 7 weeks before Easter, is a traditional time to fly kites and to feast on all the things that will be forbidden over the coming weeks.

			March 25: Independence Day and the Feast of the Annunciation Both a religious and a national holiday, with military parades and dancing to celebrate the beginning of the revolt against Ottoman rule in 1821, and church services to honour the news given to Mary that she was to become the Mother of Christ. There are special celebrations in Paleóhora.

			
				
					Name Days

					In Crete, everyone gets to celebrate their birthday twice. More important, in fact, than your actual birthday, is the “Name Day” of the saint that bears your name. Greek ingenuity has stretched the saints’ names (or invented new saints) to cover almost everyone, so even pagan Dionysos or Socrates get to celebrate. If your name isn’t covered, no problem – your party is on All Saints’ Day, eight weeks after Easter.

					The big name-day celebrations (Iannis/Ianna on January 7th or Yeoryios on April 23rd for example) can involve thousands of people, and traditional naming conventions guarantee that families get to celebrate together. In most families the eldest boy is still named after his paternal grandfather, and the eldest girl after her grandmother, so all the eldest cousins will share the same name, and the same name day. Any church or chapel bearing the saint’s name will mark the event – some smaller chapels will open just for this one day of the year – while if an entire village is named after the saint, you can almost guarantee a festival. To check when your name day falls, see http://namedays.gr.

				

			

			April

			Easter (Páskha); May 2 2021; April 24, 2022; April 16, 2023; May 5, 2024. Widespread celebration for the most important festival of the year; Good Friday and Easter Monday are public holidays. 

			April 23: Áyios Yeóryios St George, the patron saint of shepherds, is commemorated with big rural celebrations throughout Crete, with much feasting and dancing. There’s a major celebration in Así Goniá.

			May

			May 1: May Day The great urban holiday – most people make for the countryside to picnic. In the towns, demonstrations by the left claim the day as Labour Day.

			May 20–27: Anniversary of the Battle of Crete Celebrated in Haniá and a different local village each year, with veterans’ ceremonies, sporting events and folk dancing.

			May 21: Áyios Konstandínos The feast of St Constantine who, as emperor, championed Christianity in the Byzantine Empire, and his mother, Ayía Eléni (St Helena), with services and celebrations at churches and monasteries named after the saint, especially Arkádhi monastery; also a very popular name day.

			June

			Whit Monday (Áyion Pnévma) Seven weeks after Easter, this is both a religious holiday and a secular one marking the start of summer.

			June 24: Summer Solstice/John the Baptist Bonfires and widespread celebrations.

			Late June: Naval Week Naval celebrations culminating in fireworks – especially big at Soúdha.

			July & August

			Early July: Réthymno Cretan Diet Festival A week of celebration of Cretan food and wine, along with traditional music and dancing. http://cretandietfestival.gr

			July to mid-Sept: Iráklio Festival A wide variety of cultural events from drama and film to traditional dance and jazz, at scattered sites through most of the summer.

			July to mid-Aug: Sitía Kornaria Festival Concerts, dance, theatre and food.

			July & Aug: Áyios Nikólaos Lato Festival Cultural and sporting events throughout the summer.

			Aug 6: Metamórfosi/Transfiguration Another feast day. Especially celebrated in Voukoliés (Haniá), Máles (Ierápetra) and Zákros.

			Aug 12: Áyios Mathéos The feast of St Matthew sees celebrations in Kastélli Kissámou.

			Aug 15: Assumption of the Virgin (Apokímisis tís Panayías) A huge holiday throughout Greece, the great feast of the Assumption is a day when people traditionally return to their home village, often creating problems for unsuspecting visitors who find there’s no accommodation left. Services in churches begin at dawn, but latecomers usually arrive for the bread, lamb and wine served in the churchyard at the end of the service around lunchtime. Neápoli is a main centre for this feast.

			Aug 24: Áyios Eftíhios Celebrated especially in the southwest corner of the island, where many infants are given this name; there are festivities at Kambanós near Soúyia (Haniá).

			Aug 24: Áyios Títos The patron saint of Crete is celebrated all across the island, and with a big procession in Iráklio.

			Aug 29: Áyios Ioánnis A massive name-day pilgrimage to the church of Áyios Ioánnis Giónis on the Rodhopoú peninsula in Haniá.

			Late Aug: Kritsá Cretan Wedding A “traditional” wedding laid on for the tourists – quite a spectacle nonetheless.

			September & October

			Sept 14: Áyios Stavrós/Holy Cross Celebrated with festivities at Tzermiádho and Kalamáfka.

			Oct 11: Mihaíl Arhángelos The feast of the archangel is especially popular at Potamiés (Lasíthi).

			Mid-Oct: Chestnut Festival Celebrated in Élos and other villages of the southwest where chestnuts are grown.

			Oct 28: Óhi Day A national holiday with parades, folk dancing and speeches to commemorate prime minister Metaxas’ one-word reply to Mussolini’s 1940 ultimatum: Óhi! (“No!”).

			November & December

			Nov 7–9: Anniversary of the explosion at the monastery of Arkádhi One of Crete’s biggest gatherings.

			Dec 6: Áyios Nikólaos The patron saint of seafarers. Many chapels are dedicated to him around the island’s coastline, including the one at the resort named after him, where processions and festivities mark the day.

			Dec 25 & 26: Christmas It’s less all-encompassing than Easter, but Christmas is still an important religious feast, and one that increasingly comes with all the usual commercial trappings: decorations, gifts and alarming outbreaks of plastic Santas on rooftops. Both Christmas Day and Boxing Day are public holidays.

			Sports and outdoor activities

			Although, not surprisingly, watersports are tremendously popular in Crete, there are perhaps fewer opportunities to take part than you might expect. Away from the coast, it’s the mountains that are the great lure, with plenty of hiking options, from gentle strolls to long-distance mountain paths, and above all the great gorge walks, predominantly in the south. The mountains also offer the opportunity for more strenuous adventure activities.

			Watersports

			In all the resorts you’ll find waterski boats that spend most of their time hauling people around on bananas or other inflatables, or towing parachutes for parascending. Sometimes there are jet skis too, but it’s rare to find boats or windsurfers to rent. Windsurfing is particularly good in the far east, however, with a major centre at Kourémenos Beach (see page 152). Scuba-diving is also growing in popularity, largely due to the relaxation of government controls. There are centres where you can learn to dive in all the major north-coast resorts, but the best diving is probably off the south coast – especially around Plakiás – and in the far east, where there are fewer facilities. There isn’t much life left in the Mediterranean, but these waters have more than most, and they’re also exceptionally clear, while the rocky coast offers plenty of caves and hidden nooks to explore. Kayaking is growing in popularity, too, especially around the southwest coast, where some tour operators offer organised excursions (see page 44).

			Hiking, cycling and climbing

			There are great walks everywhere inland, and many of the best are pointed out throughout the Guide. If you’re planning any serious hiking – including any of the various gorges – stout shoes or trainers are essential and walking boots with firm ankle support recommended, along with protection against the sun and adequate water supplies. Walking is much better in the spring and autumn than in the fierce heat of midsummer, especially as there will be far more animal and plant life then. Be aware that paths are none too well marked, and even those that start out clear may peter out as you climb into the mountains – always try to get local advice before setting out on anything at all challenging, and never hike alone.

			
				
					FIVE GREAT GORGE HIKES

					Arádhena A challenging and spectacular trek. See page 236

					Áyio An easy path through a lonely gorge to a great beach. See page 112

					Roúvas An inland gorge, climbing high into the mountains. See page 100

					Samariá Always crowded, always extraordinary. See page 230

					Zákros, Gorge of the Dead A straightforward walk, rewarded with a Minoan palace and a welcome swim. See page 153

				

			

			In most of the resorts you can rent mountain bikes, and many of the rental places lead organized rides, which vary from easy explorations of the countryside to serious rides up proper mountains.

			Crete also offers some exciting possibilities for climbers: contacts for the local mountaineering clubs (EOS) in Iráklio, Réthymno and Haniá are given in their respective listings, or see http://climbincrete.com.

			Horseriding and adrenaline sports

			A handful of adventure operators offer adrenaline sports including climbing, canyoning, abseiling and bungee – the Arádhena Gorge (see page 236) offers Europe’s second-highest bungee jump. There are also opportunities for horseriding and, believe it or not, it is even possible to ski in Crete in winter: there’s a tiny ski lift on the Nídha plain above Anóyia, while the Kallergi Refuge in the White Mountains (see page 230) may also open for ski parties. Don’t come specially, however.

			Adventure sports operators

			Crete is a great place for adventure holidays, and there are numerous companies across the island offering everything from mountain biking and canyoning to trekking and horseriding. Watersports and diving operators are also listed throughout the Guide.

			Climbing/adrenaline sports

			Cretan Outdoor Adventures, 2892 095240, http://cretan-outdoor-adventures.com. Climbing, canyoning, Via Ferrata and more, from a base near Léndas on the central south coast.

			Liquid Bungy, 6937 615 191, http://bungy.gr. White-knuckle bungee jumping at the Arádhena Gorge, Haniá.

			Trekking Plan, 28210 27402, http://cycling.gr. Rock climbing, mountaineering, skiing, canyoning, abseiling, kayaking and mountain biking in Haniá province.

			Horseriding

			Melanouri, 28920 45040, http://melanouri.com. Horseriding and instruction, from an hour-long jaunt to a week’s riding holiday, at a stable near Mátala.

			Odysseia, 28970 51080, http://horseriding.gr. One- to six-day guided and unguided horse treks from their base at Avdhoú near the Lasíthi plateau.

			Plakias Horse Riding Center, 28320 31196, http://cretehorseriding.com. Horse and donkey rides and instruction outside Plakiás.

			Zoraïda’s Horseriding, 28250 61745, http://zoraidas-horseriding.com. Horseriding holidays and treks from their stables near Yeoryioúpoli, Haniá.

			Walking and cycling

			Cretan Adventures, 28103 32772, http://cretanadventures.gr. Hiking, cycling and a huge variety of other adventure and family activities throughout Crete.

			Cycling Creta, 6947 090 452, http://cyclingcreta.gr. Cycle tours and training at all levels, including e-bike tours, from a base near Hersónisos.

			The Happy Walker, 28310 31390, http://happywalker.com. Walking tours ranging from day-hikes near Réthymno to ten-day mountain hikes.

			Hellas Bike, 28210 60858, http://hellasbike.net. One- to seven-day bike tours at anything from family to committed mountain-biker level, from Ayía Marína in Haniá province.

			Olympic Bike, 28310 72383, http://olympicbike.com. Gentle bike tours and serious mountain biking, mostly in central Crete, from a base in Réthymno.

			Strata Walking Tours, 28220 24249, http://stratatours.com. Guided treks and day-walks in the Kastélli area of the far west.

			Travel essentials

			Costs

			The cost of travelling in Greece has dropped markedly since the economic crisis; nonetheless it remains an EU country and member of the euro, and prices in shops and cafés are broadly comparable to other EU countries. In general, though, your needs are simple here and public transport, accommodation and taverna meals are among the less inflated items.

			Average costs depend very much on where and when you go. The cities and major resorts are usually more expensive, and costs increase substantially in July, August and at Easter. A budget of €60/£55/$70 a day will get you a share of a plain double room with bath or shower, breakfast, a picnic or simple taverna lunch, bus ride, museum tickets, a couple of beers and a decent evening meal. You could save a bit on this by camping or staying at hostels and catering for yourself, while for €80–100/£70–90/$90–115 you could upgrade your room, squeeze in a few extra drinks, and share the rental of a motorbike or small car.

			Entry charges for archeological sites and museums vary from €2 to around €10 for an important site such as Knossós; entrance to state-run sites and museums is free on Sundays and public holidays between November and March.

			Most shops have fixed prices, so bargaining isn’t a regular feature of tourist life. It is worth negotiating over rooms, though, especially off-season, or for vehicle rental, especially for longer periods.

			Tipping is not essential anywhere, though taxi drivers generally expect it from tourists and most service staff are very poorly paid. Restaurant bills incorporate a service charge; if you want to tip, rounding up the bill is usually sufficient. If you are offered hospitality by a local they are likely to insist on paying – and offering cash can be seen as offensive. The best solution is to offer to reciprocate, making clear that it’s on you next time.

			Crime and personal safety

			Crete, along with Greece as a whole, remains one of Europe’s safest regions, with a low crime rate and a deserved reputation for honesty. If you leave a bag or wallet at a café, you’ll most likely find it scrupulously looked after, pending your return. Nonetheless theft and muggings do happen, a trend only likely to be increased by the continuing economic crisis. With this in mind, it’s best to lock rooms and cars securely, and to keep your valuables hidden, especially in cities. Civil unrest, in the form of strikes and demonstrations, is also on the increase but while this might inconvenience you, you’d be very unlucky to get caught up in any trouble as a visitor.

			
				
					Discounts and student cards

					State-run museums and archeological sites offer free entry to under-18s, senior citizens, students, teachers and journalists from the EU with proper identification, and substantial reductions for other nationalities; private attractions may also offer reduced prices, especially for children.

					Full-time students are eligible for the International Student ID Card or app (ISIC; http://isic.org), which entitles the bearer to special air and ferry fares and discounts at numerous shops and attractions. For Americans there’s also a health benefit. You only have to be 26 or younger to qualify for the International Youth Travel Card, which costs the same and carries the same benefits – it’s not strictly student ID, but will probably work. Teachers qualify for the International Teacher Identity Card (ITIC), offering insurance benefits but limited travel discounts.

					As well as the benefits listed above, senior citizens are entitled to cut-price fares on some buses, ferries and domestic flights. You’ll need to have proof of age to hand.

				

			

			In more remote localities women may feel slightly uncomfortable travelling alone. The traditional villagers may not understand why you are unaccompanied, and might not welcome your presence in their exclusively male kafenía – often the only place where you can get a drink. Travelling with a companion, you’re more likely to be treated as a xéni, a word meaning both (female) stranger and guest.

			Police and potential offences

			Though the chances are you’ll never meet a member of the national police force, the Ellinikí Astynomía, Greek cops expect respect: in Crete, on the whole, they’re pretty laidback, but they can be harsh if you cross them, and police practice often falls short of northern European norms. If you need to go to the police, always try to do so through the Tourist Police (171), who should speak English and are used to dealing with visitors. You are required to carry suitable ID on you at all times – either a passport or a driving licence.

			The most common causes of a brush with the law are beach nudity, camping outside authorized sites, public inebriation or lewd behaviour. In 2009 a large British stag group dressed as nuns was arrested in Mália and held for several days, having managed to combine extreme drunkenness with a lack of respect to the church and in 2020 a group of foreigners was arrested for causing a brawl in one of the tourist resorts. Also avoid taking photos in forbidden areas such as airports.

			Drug offences are treated as major crimes, particularly since there’s a mushrooming local addiction problem. The maximum penalty for “causing the use of drugs by someone under 18”, for example, is life imprisonment and an astronomical fine. Foreigners caught in possession of even small amounts of marijuana get long jail sentences if there’s evidence that they’ve been supplying the drug to others.

			Electricity

			The electricity supply is 220 volt AC. Plugs are the standard European variety of two round pins and you should pick up an adapter before you leave home, as they can be difficult to find locally. North American appliances (unless they’re dual voltage) will also require a transformer.

			Entry requirements

			EU nationals need only a valid passport for entry to Greece, and are not stamped in on arrival or out upon departure (in other words, you can stay as long as you like). UK, US, Australian, New Zealand, Canadian and most non-EU Europeans can stay as tourists for ninety days (cumulative) in any six-month period; make sure your passport is stamped to avoid problems on exit. Your passport must be valid for three months after your arrival date.

			Visitors from non-EU countries, unless of Greek descent, are very rarely granted extensions to tourist visas. If you overstay you’re liable to be deported (at vast expense) or will be hit with a large fine upon departure when you attempt to leave. Visa requirements by country and a full list of Greek embassies and consulates overseas can be found at http://mfa.gr. 

			Health

			This book was produced during a period of continuing uncertainty caused by the Covid-19 pandemic; visitors to Crete should check national guidance at http://visitgreece.gr/before-travelling-to-greece/covid-19 for current requirements (such as mask wearing and vaccination requirements).

			There are no required inoculations for Greece, though it’s wise to ensure that you are up to date on tetanus and polio. The main health risks faced by visitors involve overexposure to the sun, over-indulgence in food and drink, or bites and stings from insects and sea creatures. Drinking water is safe pretty much everywhere, though it doesn’t always taste great; in the mountains, it often comes straight from the same spring used by the bottling factories. Despite this, almost everyone drinks the bottled stuff instead.

			EU nationals are entitled to free medical care upon presentation of a European Health Insurance Card (EHIC). The UK, US, Canada, Australia and New Zealand have no formal healthcare agreements with Greece (other than allowing for free emergency trauma treatment), so insurance is highly recommended.

			For serious medical attention you’ll find English-speaking doctors (mainly private) in all the bigger towns and resorts. There are also hospitals in all the big cities. For an ambulance, phone 166.

			Pharmacies, drugs and contraception

			For minor complaints, head for the local pharmacy (farmakío). Greek pharmacists are highly trained and dispense a number of medicines which elsewhere could only be prescribed by a doctor. In the larger towns and resorts there’ll usually be one who speaks good English. Pharmacies are usually closed evenings and Saturday mornings, but all should have a schedule on their door showing the night and weekend duty pharmacists in town.

			If you regularly use any form of prescription drug, you should bring along a copy of the prescription, together with the generic name of the drug; this will help you replace it, and avoids problems with customs officials. In this regard, you should be aware that codeine is banned in Greece, and if you import any you might find yourself in trouble, so check labels carefully; it’s a major ingredient of Panadeine, Veganin, Solpadeine, Codis and Nurofen Plus, to name just a few. If you have a prescription, you should be OK.

			Contraceptive pills are sold over-the-counter at larger pharmacies, though not necessarily the brands you may be used to; a good pharmacist should come up with a close match. Condoms are inexpensive and ubiquitous – just ask for profylaktiká (less formally, plastiká or kapótes) at any pharmacy, sundries store or corner períptero (kiosk). Sanitary towels and tampons are widely sold in supermarkets.

			Insurance

			Even though EU health care privileges apply in Greece (see page 57), you’d do well to take out insurance before travelling to cover against theft, loss, illness or injury. Before paying for a whole new policy it’s worth checking whether you are already covered: some all-risks home insurance policies may cover your possessions when overseas, and many private medical schemes offer coverage extensions for abroad. There may be some form of insurance included if you paid for your holiday with a credit card, too.

			
				
					Rough Guides travel insurance

					Rough Guides has teamed up with WorldNomads.com to offer great travel insurance deals. Policies are available to residents of over 150 countries, with cover for a wide range of adventure sports, 24hr emergency assistance, high levels of medical and evacuation cover and a stream of travel safety information. Roughguides.com users can take advantage of their policies online 24/7, from anywhere in the world – even if you’re already travelling. And since plans often change when you’re on the road, you can extend your policy and even claim online. Roughguides.com users who buy travel insurance with WorldNomads.com can also leave a positive footprint and donate to a community development project. For more information, go to http://roughguides.com/travel-insurance.

				

			

			For most, though, it is worth buying specialist travel insurance; there are plenty of deals online (it’s rarely good value when bought from a travel agent). Most policies exclude so-called dangerous sports unless an extra premium is paid: in Crete this could include horseriding, windsurfing, jet skiing, mountaineering and motorbiking.

			If you need to make a medical claim, you should keep receipts for medicines and treatment, and in the event you have anything stolen or lost, you must obtain an official statement from the police or the airline that lost your bags. With a rise in the numbers of fraudulent claims, most insurers won’t even consider one unless you have a police report.

			Internet

			In the resorts and bigger towns there’s free wi-fi in the majority of hotels and rooms places, as well as in most cafés and tavernas. Internet cafés are dying out as a result, though you can usually find something (often packed with local kids, gaming online): rates are around €2–4/hr.

			LGBTQ travellers

			Greece is deeply ambivalent about homosexuality: ghettoized as “to be expected” in the arts, theatre and music scenes but apt to be closeted elsewhere. “Out” gay Greeks are rare, and “out” local lesbians rarer still; foreign same-sex couples will be regarded away from the big resorts with some bemusement but accorded the same standard courtesy as straight foreigners – as long as they refrain from public displays of affection, taboo in rural areas. There are no specifically LGBTQ resorts on Crete, and few gay holidays offered by tour operators, though a web search will turn up plenty of gay-friendly accommodation options, bars and clubs.

			Having said this, things are starting to change – you’ll find plenty of action online, and for the last few years, Iráklio has hosted a gay pride festival, Her Pride, over a weekend in late June or early July. 

			Living in Crete

			Many habitual visitors fall in love with Crete and end up as part- or full-time residents, more likely buying property than renting it, and most probably retired or self-employed rather than working at relatively low Greek wages. EU citizens are entitled to stay indefinitely and to work in Crete; though even then this is a highly bureaucratic society where getting a job (at least legally) is fraught with paperwork, as are the everyday needs of getting a phone, power and the like. It’s beyond the scope of this book to go into detail, but there’s plenty of assistance available locally, above all from the existing expat community who’ve done it all before. The website http://livingincrete.net is also an excellent resource. It is worth noting that since Brexit, UK citizens are no longer able to live, work or retire in Greece without the proper papers.

			Work

			Work opportunities in Crete are severely limited and, EU membership notwithstanding, short-term unskilled work is often badly paid and undocumented. The old standby of work on the harvests is now dominated by immigrants from Albania and Eastern Europe, and appallingly paid even if you can find it.

			There’s a far better chance of employment in tourism, or teaching English. Many bars, tavernas and hotels have seasonal jobs, for which you should turn up early in the season and ask around. Your chances will be better if you can speak more than one language (ideally including Greek!), and if you are female. Men, unless they are trained chefs, find it harder to find any work, even washing up.

			On a similar, unofficial level you might be able to work in a tourist shop, or (if you’ve the expertise) helping out at a watersports centre. Perhaps the best type of tourism-related work, however, is that of courier/greeter/group coordinator for a package holiday company. Most of these jobs are filled well in advance, but people may leave or fall ill – get yourself known to the reps, locally or on their airport runs, and you may get lucky.

			Teaching English is largely a winter job, in the big towns where the language schools are. It’s relatively well paid, but almost impossible to get into without a bona fide TEFL certificate.

			Mail

			Post offices are open Monday to Friday from 7.30am to 2pm, though certain main branches are also open evenings and Saturday mornings. Airmail letters take 3–7 days to reach the rest of Europe, 5–12 days to North America, a little longer for Australia and New Zealand. As anywhere, post offices tend to have long queues, so if all you want is a stamp (grammatósimo) you’re better off buying it when you buy your postcards, or from almost any períptero (kiosk) and most minimarkets. Postage for postcards and letters up to 20g is the same for all international destinations, currently €0.85. For about €3 extra you can use the express service (katepígonda), which cuts delivery time by a couple of days.

			Ordinary postboxes are bright yellow, express boxes dark red, but it’s best to use those by the door of a post office if possible, since days may pass between collections at others.

			Maps

			Maps of Crete are easily available all over the island, but you’ll almost certainly find a better one at home. Having said that, even the best maps seem to have a number of significant errors. For drivers this is rarely more than a minor irritation, but hikers should take care not to rely solely on a single map and to confirm directions locally wherever possible.

			The best maps for driving and general use are the Terrain and Freytag & Berndt versions; some of the better free car-rental maps are also surprisingly useful – they may be small-scale and covered in adverts, but they tend to be updated regularly, which means that they often show the main roads more accurately than many more professional-looking rivals. The Greek tourist authorities also provide a downloadable map at http://visitgreece.gr.

			
				
					Shhhh! siesta time

					The hours between 3 and 5pm, the midday mikró ýpno (siesta), are sacrosanct – it’s not acceptable to visit people, make phone calls to strangers or cause any sort of loud noise (especially with motorcycles) at this time. Quiet is also legally mandated between midnight and 8am in residential areas.

				

			

			If you want more detail, for hiking for example, the best maps are from Greek cartographer Anavasi (http://anavasi.gr), who cover the island in three GPS-compatible regional 1:100,000 maps and also produce seven excellent 1:25,000 or 1:30,000 hiking maps covering the most popular areas, including the White Mountains, Mount Psilorítis and the far east.

			Money

			Currency in Crete is the euro (€). Euro coins are issued in denominations of 1, 2, 5, 10, 20 and 50 cents and 1 and 2 euros; euro notes come in denominations of 5, 10, 20, 50, 100, 200 and 500 euros. Up-to-date exchange rates can be found on http://xe.com.

			Banks and exchange

			The airports at Haniá and Iráklio should always have an exchange desk operating for passengers on incoming international flights, as well as ATMs – but at peak periods there’s often a queue and it’s well worth taking some euros to tide you over the first few hours. You’ll generally get a better rate if you buy euros in advance, provided you shop around and pre-order, rather than waiting till you get to the airport.

			Banks are normally open Mon–Thurs 8.30am–2.30pm, Fri 8.30am–2pm, while outside these hours larger hotels and travel agencies can often change money, albeit with hefty commissions. When using a bank, always take your passport with you and be prepared for at least one long queue – often you have to line up once to have the transaction approved and again to pick up the cash. Rates and commissions vary considerably, even between branches of the same bank, so ask first.

			ATMs and credit cards

			ATMs are plentiful, and can be found in all the resorts and towns of any size, though you shouldn’t expect to find them in rural areas or the smaller resorts (especially on the south coast). They’re easy to use, with your normal PIN, though you won’t know exactly what exchange rate you’re getting or how much you’re being charged. In most cases rates and commission are no worse than the alternatives, however, and you can avoid some of the charges and uncertainty by using a prepaid holiday money card in euros, or a specialist travel card such as Revolut (http://revolut.com).

			Major credit cards are widely accepted, but only by the more expensive stores, hotels and restaurants: they’re useful for renting cars, for example, but not widely accepted by the cheaper tavernas or rooms places. Using a credit card in an ATM (as opposed to a debit card) means you’ll be charged interest from the moment you do so.

			Opening hours and public holidays

			It’s difficult to generalize about Cretan opening hours, which are notoriously erratic. Nonetheless the general pattern is that on Monday, Wednesday and Saturday shops are open 8.30am–2.30pm, and on Tuesday, Thursday and Friday 8.30am–2pm and 5.30–9pm; offices will generally follow similar hours, but most reopen every evening. In tourist areas, though, stores and offices may stay open right through the day – certainly the most important archeological sites and museums do so. As far as possible, opening hours for these are quoted in the Guide, but they change with exasperating frequency, especially since the economic crisis. If you’re planning a special journey try to confirm in advance, or time your visit for the core hours of 9am–2pm; many close on Mondays. Churches and monasteries are generally open through the day, though they, too, may well close for an afternoon siesta.

			
				
					Public holidays

					Jan 1 New Year’s Day

					Jan 6 Epiphany

					Feb/March Clean Monday, 7 weeks before Easter

					March 25 Independence Day

					April/May Good Friday and Easter Monday (see page 53 for dates)

					May 1 May Day

					May/June Whit Monday, 7 weeks after Easter

					Aug 15 Assumption of the Virgin

					Oct 28 Óhi Day

					Dec 25/26 Christmas Day/Boxing Day

				

			

			Phones

			There’s excellent mobile phone coverage throughout Crete, and you should be able to pick up a signal just about anywhere. To use your own phone you’ll need to call your provider to ensure that you have international roaming switched on: there are no roaming charges within the EU, so EU nationals pay the same price for calls, texts and data to numbers in their home country as they would at home. Post-Brexit, UK users should check costs with their provider; US users should also check that their phone will work in Europe. If you do have to pay, most networks offer good-value European add-ons, essential if you plan to use data (otherwise, make sure data roaming is switched off). Remember that you’ll be charged for incoming as well as outgoing calls. If you plan to use a phone extensively for local calls you might well be better off buying a Greek pay-as-you-go SIM card (from around €15); you may have to have your phone unlocked to use this, but most Greek mobile shops can do this for a small fee.

			
				
					Phone codes and Numbers

					The international dialling code for Greece is +30. To make an international call, dial the international access code (in Greece it’s 00), then the destination’s country code, before the rest of the number. Note that the initial zero is omitted from the area code when dialling the UK, Ireland, Australia and New Zealand from abroad.

					Australia international access code + 61

					New Zealand international access code + 64

					UK international access code + 44

					US and Canada international access code + 1

					Ireland international access code + 353

					South Africa international access code + 27

					Useful phone numbers

					Ambulance 166

					Fire service 199

					Forest fire reporting 191

					Operator (domestic) 132

					Operator (international) 139

					Police/emergency 100

					Tourist police 171

				

			

			Calling on regular phones is pretty straightforward, and all the resorts and towns of any size will have call boxes, invariably sited at the noisiest street corner. These work only with phonecards (tilekártes), widely available from kiosks and newsagents in various denominations starting at €4. They offer fairly good value even for international calls, especially within Europe. A calling card may make international calls cheaper; either one provided by your own operator at home, accessed by a freephone number and charged directly to your domestic account (these are convenient, but rates vary), or a prepaid card which you can buy from many local kiosks and newsagents (compare rates, as different cards offer better value for different countries).

			Avoid making calls from your hotel room, as a huge surcharge will be slapped on, though you shouldn’t be charged to access a free calling card number.

			Smoking

			Greeks are among the heaviest smokers in Europe, and although legally you’re not allowed to smoke indoors in restaurants, bars or public offices, in practice the law is widely disregarded. No-smoking areas are sometimes enforced these days, but they’re still the exception.

			Time

			Greek summer time begins at 2am on the last Sunday in March, when the clocks go forward one hour, and ends at 2am on the last Sunday in October when they go back. This change is not well publicized locally, and visitors miss planes and ferries every year. Greek time is always 2hr ahead of Britain. For North America, the difference is usually 7hr for Eastern Standard Time and 10hr for Pacific Standard Time – but bear in mind that daylight saving starts 2–3 weeks earlier and ends a week later than in Europe.

			Toilets

			In toilets throughout Crete you’re expected to toss paper in a wastebasket, not in the bowl: learn this habit, or you’ll block the pipes. There’s almost always a sign to remind you, but even if not you should do so, except in the most modern and upmarket hotels. Public toilets are rare except in the towns, usually in parks or squares, often subterranean. Otherwise try a bus station or pay for a coffee somewhere. It’s worth carrying toilet paper with you – though it’s provided by the attendants at public facilities, there may be none in tavernas and cafés.

			Tourist information

			The National Tourist Organization of Greece (Ellinikós Organismós Tourismoú, or EOT; http://visitgreece.gr) maintains offices in major European capitals, and in New York.

			On the island, local tourist offices in the major towns and many smaller resorts provide an array of maps, timetables and leaflets as well as details of local accommodation, sometimes offering a booking service as well. The economic crisis is taking a heavy toll, though, and most have drastically shortened their hours and reduced staffing; some have closed altogether. In their stead, local travel agencies are always helpful and many voluntarily act as improvised tourist offices; many of these are listed in the Guide. The tourist police may also be helpful: a branch (or often just a single delegate) of the local police, they should have some knowledge of English and deal with complaints about restaurants, taxis, hotels and all things tourist-related; call 171 for information and help, and see individual town accounts for local addresses.

OEBPS/image/shutterstock_1921946195.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_682283239.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_312899891.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_208101265.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_1054519892.jpg






OEBPS/image/shutterstock_1022144068.jpg






OEBPS/image/9781789197334.jpg
THE ROUGH GUIDE TO





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_579201631.jpg
{
| l!!‘l!;l

(R






OEBPS/image/RG_Crete_12ed_001_Crete.jpg
CRETE

Moni Gonia

Tavronitis

K Santorini & the Cyclades

J’ Q Spinalinga

\\
lotinda Gu\“’w\

(=

& @@@ W
M
E PR

Liménes

Gaidhouronisi

MEDITERRANEAN SEA

Metres

2000

1500

1000

500

200

100

0

E4 PAN-EUROPEAN
FOOTPATH

0

kilometres

25






OEBPS/image/shutterstock_1102508690.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_1045300183.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_1578209617.jpg





OEBPS/image/1.jpg
THE ROUGH GUIDE TO

CRETE

ROUGH

Written and researched by

John Fisher and Geoff Garvey





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_1853417881.jpg





OEBPS/image/RG_Crete_12ed_001_Itineraries.jpg
THE GREAT ISLAND

THE EAST: MINOANS, MOUNTAINS AND BEACHES

WALKING IN THE WEST: CASTLES AND CHURCHES

MEDITERRANEAN SEA






OEBPS/image/shutterstock_1818430544.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_1911754624.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_543110383.jpg





OEBPS/image/iStock-458983089.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_1334839367.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_109618427.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_1705468639.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_713097763.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_1013575930.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_1146330320.jpg





OEBPS/image/Aradaina_copy.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_1468571192.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_1670401279.jpg





OEBPS/image/shutterstock_1949919346.jpg





