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HOW TO USE THIS E-BOOK




Getting Around this e-Book

This Rough Guide Mini e-book is designed to inspire you and help you plan for your visit to Crete, and is also the perfect on-the-ground companion for your trip.

The guide begins with our selection of Highlights, plus a Perfect Itinerary feature to help you plan an unforgettable trip. The Introduction and History and Culture chapters give the lowdown on Crete, past and present, while the Out and About chapter is a comprehensive guide to all the best sights. You will find ideas for getting active in Things to Do, while the Food and Drink chapter introduces you to the local cuisine and gives listings of our favourite restaurants by area. Travel Essentials offers just that; practical information to help you plan your trip. Finally, Where to Stay provides a special selection of hotels for every budget.

In the Table of Contents and throughout this e-book you will see hyperlinked references. Just tap a hyperlink once to skip to the section you would like to read. Practical information and listings are also hyperlinked, so as long as you have an external connection to the internet, you can tap a link to go directly to the website for more information.

Maps

All key attractions and sights in Crete are numbered and cross-referenced to high-quality maps. Wherever you see the reference [map], tap once to go straight to the related map. You can also double-tap any map for a zoom view.

Images

You’ll find lots of beautiful high-resolution images that capture the essence of Crete. Simply double-tap an image to see it in full-screen.

About Rough Guides:

Published in 1982, the first Rough Guide – to Greece – was created by Mark Ellingham and a small group of friends who couldn’t find a guidebook to meet their needs. Combining a contemporary, journalistic style with a thoroughly practical approach to travellers’ needs, the immediate success of the book spawned a series that rapidly covered dozens of destinations. These days, Rough Guides include recommendations from budget to luxury and cover more than 120 destinations worldwide, all regularly updated by our team of ever curious, roaming writers. These Rough Guide Minis may be small, but they are packed with information and inspiration and offer amazing value for money.
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10 THINGS NOT TO MISS
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1. Ágios Nikólaos

The prettiest town in the east of the island is a popular resort that preserves its Cretan charm. For more information, click here.

[image: Image]

Shutterstock

2. Archaeological Museum of Iráklio

Packed with priceless Minoan finds. For more information, click here.
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3. Moní Arkadíou

A shrine to the Cretan struggle for independence. For more information, click here.
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4. Samariá Gorge

The longest gorge in Europe is a strenuous but exhilarating trek. For more information, click here.
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5. Haniá

The minaret-style lighthouse and scenic harbour are amongst many of Haniá’s highlights. For more information, click here.
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6. Moní Toploú

A peaceful place with a bloody history. For more information, click here.
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7. Gortys

The capital of Crete in Roman and Byzantine times. For more information, click here.
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8. Knossos

Its Minoan palace, with superb frescoes, is Crete’s most visited attraction. For more information, click here.
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9. Lasíthi Plateau

Home to rural life and ancient windmills. For more information, click here.
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10. Réthymno

Réthymno’s attractive Venetian harbour is lined with dozens of fish restaurants. For more information, click here.


A Perfect Tour Of Crete

Days 1–2

Iráklio. Pick up your hire car at Iráklio airport, check into a city hotel and look round the Archaeological Museum. Stroll through the old quarter, taking in the Historical and Religious Art museums in particular. Devote the following morning to Knossos Palace.

Days 2–3

Ágios Nikólaos and Spinalónga Island. After lunch in Iráklio, drive east to Ágios Nikólaos, choosing accommodation nearby and take in ‘Ag Nik’s’ lakeside nightlife. The next morning, embark at Pláka for Spinalónga Island to visit the abandoned leper colony. 

Days 3–4

Head east to Koureménos. Lunch in Ágios Nikólaos, then head east via Sitía to Moní Toploú and Vaï beach. Stay for two nights near Koureménos beach. On day 4, hike the Hohlahiés Gorge, and try windsurfing at Koureménos.

Day 5

Swim and overnight in Mýrtos. Proceed via Zíros and Makrý Gialós, stopping to swim at any of the beaches before  lunch and a museum stop in Ierápetra. Continue west and overnight at peaceful Mýrtos.

Days 6–7

Rouvás Gorge. Drive inland from Mýrtos towards the Mesará valley, pausing at Áno Viánnos to take in its brilliantly frescoed church, before proceeding to Zarós for two nights. On day 7, walk the Rouvás Gorge or visit the monastic churches of Vrondísi and Ágios Fanoúrios. If any time remains, take the short detour to ancient Gortys.

Day 8–9

Church visit. Continue west via the Minoan highlights of Phaistos and Agía Triáda. Stop for lunch at either Vóri or Mátala, and swim at the latter. Round off your day at Plakiás or Spíli, checking in for two nights. The next day involves an early start to tour the Amári Valley to visit its churches, with a possible late-afternoon swim at Ágios Pávlos beach.

Days 10–11

Sightseeing in Réthymno. Drive to Réthymno, stopping at Arkádi monastery en route, and stay in the atmospheric old town for two nights. Spend the next day taking in the old quarter, especially the massive Fortezza and the Historical and Folklore Museum. 

Days 12–13

West towards Haniá. Proceed west towards Haniá, stopping for a swim and lunch at idyllic Lake Kourná.  Arrive in Haniá for a two-night stay, choose a boutique hotel in the old quarter. The afternoon and next day  can be spent savouring the old town’s museums, shops and many restaurants.

Days 14–15

Hike Samariá Gorge. Park your car safely before taking an early bus up to the village of Xylóskala for the impressive descent of the Samariá Gorge. At the bottom, overnight at Agía Rouméli; then the following day, take a boat west to Soúgia or Paleóhora for another opportunity to swim. Finally, take a bus back to Haniá, retrieve your car, and drive to your departure airport.


Overview

Crete: the name invokes a range of different images. Ancient sites to explore; commercial towns bustling with noise and traffic; millions of olive trees blanketing the countryside; raucous resorts with neon-lit bars and loud music; a romantic meal for two overlooking a small fishing port; mountains and gorges to trek through; a sunlounger on a beach, among hundreds of others, similarly soaking up the rays; 15 hours of sunshine a day in summer; three feet of snow in the mountains in winter. The island has something for everyone, and its sheer variety satisfies even the most jaded and cynical traveller.

The ‘Great Island’

Crete is cast adrift in the eastern Mediterranean Sea, just 110 nautical miles north of the African coast and an even shorter sea-crossing from Anatolia. Its strategic position, at the crossroads of trade north from Egypt, west from Rome and east from the Middle East, made it valuable territory from the earliest days of trade and power politics.

Covering an area of 8,300 sq km (3,200 sq miles), Crete is sometimes called Megalónissos, or ‘Great Island’. Visually, it is stunning, with three dramatic mountain ranges over 2,000m (6,500ft) high that seem to anchor the island in the sea. Water has cut vertiginous gorges through the mountains and opened huge cave systems through their hearts. These caves were places of great religious significance to the ancient Cretans; in some cases, they were thought to be the birthplaces of Greek gods. Over the centuries, these caverns provided protection for pirates, vagabonds and freedom fighters. The mountains were never fully conquered, even during World War II – their furthest valleys were too remote, their slopes too steep. Today, their peaks are the domain of numerous birds of prey, including eagles, hawks and vultures.


Crete’s provinces

Crete is divided into four administrative districts (periféries in Greek), mostly named after their governing cities: Iráklio, the most populous, with the island’s capital; Haniá;  Lasíthi (based in Ágios Nikólaos); and Réthymno.



Fertile plateaus and lowlands have been settled and farmed since Neolithic times; abundant fresh spring water from the surrounding peaks helped ensure a rich harvest. Around the coastline – especially in the north – long sandy stretches have attracted visitors since the 1960s, with the advent of package tours, but variety exists here too, with several different coastal environments; rocky coves, rugged headlands and marshy wetlands.
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Natural landscape

The fruitful year

Despite its southerly latitude, seasons remain distinct on Crete. Springtime sees the hills awash with flowers and wheat crops ripening in the warming sun, goat kids are born and the flocks make the most of fresh pastures. As summer starts, cereals are harvested and the land takes on an ochre hue. Birdsong gives way to the sound of cicadas, and the smell of honeysuckle rises in the evening air. Midsummer sees Cretans seeking shade to escape the heat, while visitors head out in droves to work on their tans. The clanging of livestock bells can be heard across the countryside as flocks desperately search for sustenance in the parched hills.

Autumn brings a cooling of the temperature, yet a warming of the landscape as colours mellow in the lower arc of the late season sun. Stucco on buildings takes on a rosy hue, the grapes swell to tempting perfection and citrus fruits begin their transition from green to orange. All too soon, winter brings a blanket of snow to the mountains; ordinarily dry ravines and pastures swell with rain run-off, wood smoke fills the air, and folk retreat to their warm hearths.

The olive harvest is the main focal point of the year. This crop reigns supreme and millions of trees blanket hillside slopes and coastal plains, a symbol of man’s reliance on the earth. It has sustained Cretans for far too long to be treated with disdain.
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Dreamstime

The inviting waters of the Gulf of Mirabéllo

The cradle of Europe

The footsteps of history can be seen on every dusty path and urban street. Crete was the cradle of European civilisation, and the Minoans – believed to be mythological until evidence of their existence was confirmed early in the 20th century – travelled far and wide across the eastern Mediterranean for trade. A prodigious collection of artefacts now displayed in museums across the island shows them to be the first Indigenous European culture whose lives were graced by art, sports and the pursuit of pleasure. The Minoan civilisation suffered a sudden and terminal collapse around 1450BC for reasons that have not been established.

A devastating natural disaster was initially thought to be the cause, but archeological theories now consider either invasion by a warring people or internal revolt to be the most likely scenarios. Whatever the case, the catastrophe heralded the start of thousands of years of invasion and subjection for the Cretans: Mycenaeans, Dorians, Athenians, Macedonians, Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, Venetians and Ottomans all came to take control. Evidence of their presence abounds in the commanding fortresses, protective harbours, fine mansions, narrow winding alleys, elegant minarets and ornate fountains of the towns. In 1913, Crete finally achieved a long-awaited énosis (union) with Orthodox Christian Greece.

Freedom or death

Cretans did not take kindly to their native land being usurped and, particularly in the years of Turkish rule, they gained a reputation as formidable and tenacious fighters who struck with speed, then retreated to mountain strongholds to outwit their enemies.

They reverted back to the same lifestyle during World War II when Crete was captured by German forces, mounting a successful guerrilla resistance and living up to the old rallying cry – ‘freedom or death’.

Invaders would occupy the cities, but they could never manage to tame the people of the countryside. For centuries, unbowed Cretans lived simple lives in harmony with the land; tending their flocks, growing fruit and vegetables, and harvesting the sea.

Clothes and carpets were made of wool, leather was used to make boots and saddles, wood was used for bowls and utensils, and grass and straw woven into basketry. Seasonal surpluses were stored to provide sustenance for the long winters that often isolated mountain villages. The people put their trust in God, as the many Orthodox churches across the island attest, praying for self-determination and for their menfolk hiding out in the hills.

Enduring traditions

Although peace now reigns, a glance around communities in the Cretan heartland still suggests that little has changed. Whitewashed villages dot the landscape, each house with its own smallholding. The traditional diet – greens, olive oil, wild herbs, honey, yoghurt and a little lamb or goat meat – still sustains these rural people, and it has been scientifically proven to be one of the healthiest in the world. Though traditions are dying, some older men still stride out in black breeches, leather boots and crocheted headbands worn by previous generations while widows in black sit quietly knitting in their doorways and goats graze slopes that no farmer could use.
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El Greco was born in Fódele

If a Cretan’s hatred of his enemy is legendary, it has always been surpassed by generosity to his friends – and by extension to strangers (xénos is the Greek word for both stranger and friend). A door is always open to a passing traveller. Today, admiring an orchard or a ripening vineyard even in rudimentary Greek will often result in an armful of fruit to take with you on your journey – just a small example of how tradition carries on through the generations. And how do today’s Cretans find their pleasure? Poetry, literature, music and dance; traditional forms of all these arts are still alive and well here.

Despite its traditions, Crete is also a very modern and urbanised island. Since the 1980s, many remote interior villages have all but emptied in favour of the largest coastal towns, expanding constantly. Young Cretans are just as interested in fashion, higher education and music as their peninsular-Greek cousins. They aim to find jobs with excitement, a secure future and ready cash to spend – something they feel a rural way of life cannot give them. Even in the ongoing economic downturn, the three largest north-coast towns of Iráklio, Réthymno and Haniá have active commercial sectors and vibrant intellectual scenes thanks to their universities and polytechnics, aspects of Crete that surprise many visitors.

Of course, the arrival of mass tourism has changed Crete, particularly along the northern coast where the majority of development has taken place. The island is invaded annually by an army of tourists who flock here in search of sunshine, relaxation and fun. Cretans seem happy to welcome everyone with precisely the kinds of activities that holidaymakers demand. However, there’s luckily enough land area and individuality for Crete to ever be considered as just another ‘Euro-island’. Fears of a cultural meltdown, while perhaps understandable, are wide off the mark. Gritty and enduring as ever, Cretans will continue to do things their way. This cultural distinction, its fascinating history and the dramatic landscape make Crete an enthralling holiday destination for decades to come.


History and Culture

Crete’s long history is bound up with its strategic position between Western Europe, the Middle East and North Africa. In good times, this brought trade, creative ideas and prosperity; in bad times, invasion, oppression and disease. Many fascinating legacies around the island attest to the complicated web that time has spun here.

The earliest human remains found on Crete date back to the seventh millennium BC. These first inhabitants were Neolithic hunter-gatherers who came from Asia Minor. They developed into farmers, with settlements and pastureland on the fertile Messará Plain. It was an influx of new, more skilled settlers shortly after 3000BC that ushered in the Minoan era, the first major civilisation to arise on European soil.

The Minoans

A great ancient Cretan civilisation was for many years believed to be merely the stuff of mythology. Yet with the discovery of cities and their marvellous artefacts, Sir Arthur Evans, its principal advocate, made reality out of folklore and myth (for more information, click here). We now know many facts about Minoan Crete – including that, at its zenith, the population of the island probably numbered more than two million, approximately four times greater than today’s figure, with 100,000 people living in the capital, Knossos.


Bronze-Age Crete

Arthur Evans classified the three periods of Bronze-Age Crete as Early, Middle and Late Minoan, minutely subdivided. They are now known as the Pre-Palatial, Proto-Palatial, Neo-Palatial and Post-Palatial eras.



These early Bronze Age settlements were built without fortifications and comprised vast numbers of dwellings. The cities developed organically rather than to any grand design. The first palatial structures at Knossos, and other great cities such as Phaestos (modern Festós) and Malia, were erected between 2000–1900BC, but were all destroyed by an earthquake around 1700BC. The remains visible today are their replacements, even bigger and more splendid than the originals. This golden age of Minoan society – known as the Neo-Palatial era – lasted about 250 years.
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A 3,500-year-old fresco of three Minoan women in Knossos

Ruled by a priest-king, who presided over both religious and economic affairs, it is unclear whether one reigned over the entire island or if each palace settlement had its own regional king. His people worshipped the Mother Goddess, and divine power was symbolised by the bull, the focus of ornate and elaborate rituals. One sacred symbol, at odds with their peaceful lifestyle, is the labrys (double-headed axe). Its image has been found on various artefacts throughout the island.

The Minoans developed an alphabet and printing method, along with sophisticated plumbing and water-delivery systems. Women enjoyed high status, playing an active part in palace life, and the whole population enjoyed athletic contests, games and a whole range of recreational activities. Above all, they excelled in the visual arts. 

Wherever there was a blank ‘canvas’, there was imagery: decorative entrances, walls, floors and pottery. Many breathtaking examples can be seen in the Archaeological Museum in Iráklio (for more information, click here).
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