
 
Athens City Guide. 
 
Athens has been neglected as a city break destination in itself because of a lingering idea that 
it is solely the haunt of eager classicists trying to cling on to the days of the empire or the 
impression that is a noisy, traffic-filled bedlam where you are likely to be ripped off by taxi-
drivers or pestered by waiters.  
 
This would have been true ten years ago, but Athens has really pulled its socks up. It is now a 
clean, vibrant and youthful city and no longer defined by tacky models of The Acropolis. 
There are chi-chi shopping streets, small winding streets, impressive vistas, glistening nights 
out, leafy strolls and lazy beaches. Athens is a city both European, but on the periphery, 
Western but infused with Eastern touches, classic and modern. It is unique.  
 
Now with the shiney and unmissable new museum the city seems to 
be pulling out all the stops to attract cultured and sophisticated city 
hoppers rather than as a stop over for sun seekers. 
 
History in brief 
The culture and history extends far beyond the classical heritage 
(though this is the first thing the locals will tell you about).  The 
little known population exchange with Turkey in the 1920’s 
changed the face and atmosphere of the city and Athens experienced one of the worst famines 
of the Second World War under German Occupation. The Colonels’ dictatorship and the 
tragedy of the Polytechnic in the mid-70s are part of recent history yet seem poles apart from 
the Athens of today. It is a relatively young capital having been (somewhat arbitrarily) chosen 
as the Greek capital after the War of Independence in the mid 1900s but it has exploded as a 
city and subsequently is brimming with character and history.   

Top Tip: 
Get to the museum early 
– it is extremely popular- 
mostly due to the fact 
you can’t get in a taxi 
without being harangued 
to visit it… An excellent 
piece of marketing…

 
Transport  
The infrastructure had a massive overhaul for the Olympics and airport connections run 
smoothly and reliably, whilst the metro is a joy to ride on. The airy stations are museums in 
themselves and the lines are easy to navigate and, for once, are visitor friendly. 
 
Getting in from the airport: 
Very easy and cheap to get a bus from the airport (€3.20). This will deposit you in Syntagma 
Square and it takes about an hour. There is also a bus that goes straight to Pireus. 
The metro/train is super cheap €6.50, fast (40mins), clean and reliable. It starts from 5am-ish 
but finishes around 10.30pm so no good for late arrivals. It will take you straight to Syntagma 
and Monastiraki on line one (for Acropolis/Makrigianni) a quick change at Syntagma to line 
2. Apparently they are expanding it soon though so there will be some disruption and parts of 
the line will be closed (I think from Feb 2010). 
Taxi – Around €45-50 with baggage etc. Beware - they will charge you by the meter but will 
then add on extras for luggage, night time pick-ups, the toll road from the airport, being called 
for (from a hotel etc). 
Don’t let them pick up anyone else once you are in the taxi. It’s not really allowed and you’ll 
still pay full whack.  
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Areas of Athens 
The city is quite helpfully grouped into little areas that have their own individual characters  
but can be quite vague in terms of geographical distinction. This is by no ways exhaustive and 
should be used in conjunction with a very good map!  
 
Makriyianni – this area is the small triangle between the big and fast moving Syngrou 
Avenue and the Acropolis. Its major feature (aside from the Acropolis itself) is the new 
Acropolis museum. There are also number of very well placed hotels and restaurants and a 
wide tree- and café-lined street that leads you right up to the foot of the climb up to the 
Acropolis. A quiet and elegant place to stop for a coffee. 
Metro – Akropoli 
 
Plaka – nestling just underneath the steep hill of the Acropolis this is a lovely little area with 
winding and cobbled streets, hidden little squares and alleys that could easily swallow you up. 
Brilliant to wander aimlessly around. Some nice restaurants but beware the very touristy ones. 
Some lovely little jewellery and craft shops amongst the tourist tat too.  
Metro – Akropoli or Syntagma 
 
Syntagma – Syntagma (Consitution) Square is full of loiterers and people spilling out of the 
metro station but is also sometimes host to public entertainment and exhibitions. Across 
another death defyingly fast road are the government buildings where you can see the 
changing of the guards with their amazing skirts and pompom-ed shoes and find the National 
gardens. This is also a major start/finish point for the trams that serve the outer suburbs. On 
the other side of the square begins the long pedestrianised shopping road – Ermou.  
Metro – Syntagma  
 
Monastiraki – As Ermou opens up you will find Monastiraki – a cheeky-chappy district with 
lively restaurants, a dodgy flea-market and street vendors leading up to the Acropolis. 
Metro – Monastiraki 
 
Thissio – Almost without blinking you slip from Monastiraki into Thissio – home to yet more 
brilliant restaurants, stunning vistas back up to the Acropolis and the cluster of ancient ruins 
that so often go ignored, and wide stall-lined walkways.  
Metro - Thissio 
 
Omonia – to the north of Monatiraki – There is a big market but there is a bit of a dodgy 
reputation around the area after dark.  
Metro - Omonia 
 
Kolonaki – THE place to be seen having a coffee. On the steep slope of the Lykavettos Hill. 
Nice for a leafy walk up to the top (or quick Funicular ride)  
Metro - Evangelismos 
 
Kiffisia – A leafy and cool and wealthy northern suburb – a nice escape to the sometimes 
overwhelming buzz of the centre. 
Metro (Line 1) from Omonia or Thissio. Kifissia is the end of the line 
 
Paleo Faliro – As above but on the coast. You can sit in the seaside cafes and play boats over 
your frappe. 
Tram from Syntagma – jump off at Flisvo (Floisbos) 
 
Pireus – the traditional habour and working class district of Athens. It is now the port for all 
the island ferries, the home to the best Souvlaki in Athens  
Metro (line 1) from Omonia or Thissio. Pireus is the end of the line. 
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Where to stay: 
 
Special  
Hera Hotel – Makriyianni – 4 stars 
This is where Big Boss Cathy stays when she comes to pull the Athens office socks 
up. This is a lovely boutiquey hotel in an amazing location. Some of the rooms look 
out over the Akropolis and the top floor is a bar and restaurant with the same view. 
Definitely worth a visit even if you’re not staying there! 
http://www.herahotel.gr/
 
Herodion – Makriyianni – 4 stars 
A slightly bigger hotel but still family run and again a lovely location and has a 
Jacuzzi and terrace looking out to the Akropolis. This is spectacular at night.  
Rooms are plush and comfortable though didn’t rate the restaurant that much.  
http://www.herodion.gr
 
Still quite special 
Philippos – Makriyianni – 3 Stars 
The sister hotel to the Herodion and where junior Macmillan executives get to stay. 
Great location again but without the views. Very comfortable and now, through 
oversite rather than deliberate style, has a very retro 70’s feel.  
http://www.philipposhotel.gr
 
Reasonable longer term stays 
Athens Studios - Makryianni 
Very sweetly decked out little apartments and studios that are ideal for longer stays or 
slightly bigger groups. Each has a little kitchenette, bathroom and balcony. A lovely 
place to make a temporary home. Run by a lovely couple and their sons. 
www.athensstudios.gr
 
Super- Budget 
Athens Backpackers - Makriyianni 
A cheap, cheery and very ‘youth’ hostel run by the Athens Studio lot. A great night-
life spot with the complete gamut of antipodean travellers, weak lager and drinking 
games. An ideal antithesis to the 9-5 slog. Though the timetables don’t really work in 
conjunction. 
http://www.backpackers.gr
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Eating and Drinking 
 
This is the crux that Athens revolves around. Going for 
a coffee or for a meal is an institution not a pit stop.  
When going for a coffee the greeks will install 
themselves with cigarettes, mobile and keys on the table and sit for hours over one cup 
philosophising or playing back-gammon (Tavli) or doing both and invariably smoking.  

Smoking has been officially banned in 
areas less than 70m squared but this seems 
to be flexible/ignored for the most part. It 
is better than it was and not everywhere is 
a huge nicotine cloud but the ban is rarely 
if not at all imposed.  

 

You need to know your coffees here… 
Coffee – Filter Coffee – Kaffe Filtrou/ Galliko Kafe (me gala = with milk) 
 Greek Coffe – Elliniko Kafe (Strong, potent Turkish style- specify sweetness 
    – Sweet = glyko – Medium = metrio – without sugar = sketo) 
 Iced Coffee - Frappe  
 Instant – Nes (Nescafe)  
 
Tea – Tsai Only really consumed when they are poorly. Make sure you ask for milk (me 
gala) 
Mountain Tea – Tsai tou Bounou can be a very pleasant warming brew. 

 
NOT TO MISS. 
Eat a dirty souvlaki in a complete old 
man’s dive somewhere. They are virtually 
everywhere. 
Souvlaki - generic term for this greek fast 
food and more specifically the meat that 
goes round on the 'Gyro'. COnfusingly it 
can also be meat on a stick but this is often 
clarified by specifying how many sticks 
(kalamarakia) you'd like. 
Gyro pita - normally pork shaved off the 
'gyro' wrapped in a thick, spongey pita that 
has been doused in oil and warmed on the 
griddle, accompanied inside with chips, 
tomatoes and tzatziki or yoghurt. You have 
to tell them too if you want without onion 
'Horis kremmidia'. It's brilliant and messy 
and cheap. 
You can have it with chicken too if you 
like but this is often seen as the posh 
person's version.  

Where to Eat 
Mani Mani – Falirou 10, Makrigianni (Virtually opposite the 
Hera Hotel)  
Brilliant modern take on the food of the Mani region of 
Greece. Great for a light lunch or for an experimental 
evening. Not many tourists make it here and it’s quite a 
bargain for what you are getting! Non-smoking 
210 9218180 Metro - Akropoli 
 
 
Kuzina – Adrianou 9, Thissio/ Psirri- On the street that 
borders the metro line and sits under the Ancient Agora 
collection of ruins/columns. 
Brilliant brilliant food. A little expensive but worth it. Try to 
get there early or reserve a table. This is not an undiscovered 
secret! The Athenians love it! 
210-3240133  Metro – Thissio 
 
 
Aglio Olio & Peperoncino – Porinou 13, Makrigianni 
If you’ve had enough of greek food then this is a lovely little Italian with yummy authentic 
dishes in a cosy setting. 
210 9211801 Metro – Akropoli – A. Diakou exit 
 
Mono – P. Benizelou 4C, Plaka. 
Just off Mitropoleos Square this is a small yet light and airy restaurant with a succinct and 
reasonable menu. In fact they don’t really make enough of themselves in their meal 
descriptions but you can be sure whatever comes is brilliant and has a very greek twist to it. 
You are automatically served with beautiful soft black bread and ‘three deeps’ which are 
delightful. House white wine also very very drinkable. Non-smoking 
210 3226711 Metro – Monastiraki or Syntagma and head towards the big cathedral on 
Mitropoleos St 
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Best of the rest: 
 
For hardened wine fans: 
Brettos – Kydathineaon 41, Plaka 
A beautiful old bar/grog shop lined with barrels and bottles of many colours. They 
have an impressive and extensive wine list as well as a large range of sickly looking 
liquers. They have Raki as well – that brilliant island fire water akin to grappa. 
They do a wine tasting option as well (disappointingly only from 10am – 6pm so not 
for the working girls among us) which has a red, white and sweet wine options from 
€9.50-€14 which seemed like a bargain for me. They thoughtfully also offer ‘meze’ of 
olives, cheese and dry rusk bread for €4 to soak it all up. 
Metro – Akropoli 
210 32 32 110 
 
For magpies: 
Athens Prostasis – 13? Adrianou, Plaka 
Glittery modern jewelry presented in a well lit and uncluttered environment. Unlike 
other jewelry shops that are rammed to the hilt with unseemly gold reconstructions of 
goddesses and rams this has simple and elegant pieces. Great for presents with a small 
necklace with one bead/pendant at €9 
 
For craft lovers: 
Roka – 134 Adrianou, Plaka 
A tiny hole in the wall shop - this has quite fun hand-painted wooden (mdf…) wall 
signs for tavernas and ouzeris. They are a bit of fun and great for households that are 
longing for sunnier lazier climes. There are also interesting tapestries designed and 
hand woven by Rita - a keen sales woman but terribly smiley.  
210 32 20 027 (can’t see why you’d need to ring… but there anyway!) 
 
For bargain hunters: 
Laiki Agora (local market) – every Friday morning in Koukaki (area to the left of 
Markryianni) And every Saturday morning near Syggrou Fix metro station. 
Sharpen your elbows and getting digging with the locals for back-of-the-lorry-goodies 
and cheap fresh veg straight from private ‘allotments’. Worth it just for the 
experience, this is a noisy, get your hands dirty shopping day out.  You will definitely 
need a sweet coffee and probably a cake once you’re done. 
 
For the terribly Chic:  
Central – Kolonaki Square – Uber cool bar/lounge/eatery with very small portions. 
Only for the brave, over-dressed, under-weight and caked up. Not recommended 
unless you are a serious contender for Paris Hilton’s new best friend forever. I saw 
people in Parkers and over 35 turned away – this is the cruel side of Athens. 
 
For the music lovers: 
There is an oft-overlooked musical aspect of the city. The haunting ‘Rembetiko’ – the ‘Blues 
of Pireus’ is as defining a part of the city as Fado is for Lisbon. This genre of music has its 
roots in Anatolia (Turky’s western coast) and the prisons of Athens and is still played in the 
port side bars of Pireus and the dives of central Athens. ‘Bouzoukia’ is the diluted more 
popular version of this. (For a 2,000 word essay on the origins of Rembetiko, please get in touch!) 
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For the culturally curious: 
 There is also strong theatrical and cinematic vein that the 
Athenians themselves are extremely proud of and sometimes 
manages to spill over into the rest of Europe. There was a massive 
cinematic boom in the 60’s and 70’s lead by Finos Films and is 
reminiscent of the old-style Bollywood films of India. These are 
often played on repeat on TV and occasionally in the cinemas. 
 
For a break from the city: 
Sounio - about an hour's drive along a very nice but winding 
coastal road east of Athens and you will arrive at Sounio. This is the 
ancient site of Aegeus's tragic suicide after his son, Theseus, forgot to change his sails from 
black to white after successfully slaying the Minotaur in Crete. Silly boy. Nice blowy sea 
views. 

Top Tip: 
Pick up a copy of Athens 
In Your Pocket – 
amazingly it’s free and 
should be provided by 
your hotel. This is a cross 
between the Rough Guide 
and TimeOut with all the 
best places to visit and 
what’s going on for the 
next couple of months.  

 
Aegina - a boat trip away. Haven't been yet but it's a thing everyone does apparently: A day 
trip to the island of Aegina. Feedback welcome.  
 
Kaissarani - imagine a cool and shaded stroll up to an out of town monastery on a quiet 
hillside, a legendary spring bubbles forth from the mouth of a carved stone ram and local 
peasants smile and offer you oranges. It's what I am imaging too as I haven't been here yet 
either. Update to come… 
 
Reading List. That education got me somewhere at least… 
Mazower - Inside Hitler's Greece: The Experience of Occupation, 1941-44 (Yale UP, 1993) 
Clogg - A concise History of Greece, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1992 (²2002). 
Smith - Ionian Vision: Greece in Asia Minor, 1919-1922 (Paperback) 
Holst, - The Road to Rembetiko: Music of A Greek sub-culture: songs of love, sorrow and hashish. 
(Athens, D. Harvey, 1975) 
 
Watching List 
Stella – Cacoyiannis – Melina Mercouri in an iconic black/white greek drama – Athens as it 
used to be before concrete took over. 
Never on a Sunday – more Melina Mercouri but more light hearted 
Selected Aggelopolous – very high-brow arty stuff. Long cinematic shots and a tendency to 
go on two hours too long. 
Ena Tragoudi den Ftanei – not sure if it has subtitles. About the resistance of the left in the 
colonels dictatorship. Really sweet but perhaps inaccessible to non-greek speakers. 
Politiki Kouzina (A touch of Spice) – a nice take on the final wave of the population 
exchange of Greeks from Constantinople to Athens. This definitely has subtitles. 
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