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In the blazing August heat we began our tremendous two-week adventure in bustling Athens. After a comfortable night and a taste of the local cuisine, we were fully prepared for a day spent at the Acropolis. To avoid the midday sun and brush up our ancient knowledge we first visited the newly refurbished Acropolis Museum which is fit to burst with kouroi, vases, inscriptions and models of the site. The caryatids were particularly impressive and we would have liked to share photographs – but as we were informed by an angry Greek museum assistant, photography is NOT allowed! Nonetheless, the museum made a great impression on us and it really brought to life all that we’d studied about Ancient Greece at university. We visited the Acropolis in the cool of evening, hoping to catch the sunset – which indeed we did. Standing beneath the Parthenon, in all its glory, as the sun slowly set below the modern city skyline was an experience we will never forget. The next day was to be our last in Athens, so we arose early to visit the Panathinaiko Olympic stadium and found ourselves getting carried away imagining how it might have been to witness the first Olympic Games. Very close by is the National Archaeological Museum, which was a real highlight. We were amazed and shocked by the sheer size of the statues... It was a brilliant feeling to stand before Kleobis and Biton, famous statues we had only ever seen next to small print in text books, and finally experience the true majesty of Greek sculpture in its homeland. The fine detailing of the bronze statues, which we are so lucky to have, was exceptional and something we never could have comprehended from books alone.

After an emergency change of itinerary (due to cancelled coaches and a change in ferry schedules) we eventually found our way to Andros: a beautiful island at the northernmost point of the Cyclades. We spent the next week getting to know the island inside out and revelling in the hospitality of the lovely Greek couple running the quaint hotel we lodged at, nestled in the hills overlooking the sea. We visited the most renowned museum of the Cyclades, an ancient cemetery, a fabulous museum and various ruins dotted about the island which the locals often directed us to. We frequently finished our days of adventure in a brilliant little outdoor cinema, soaking up the atmospheric surroundings and the warm evening climate.

Reluctant to leave, we eventually tore ourselves away and headed on to our last stop which was to be Paros. Once again we fell in love with the incredible landscape and found ourselves in the company of yet another friendly Greek hotelier, Stella, who was invaluable in helping us discover the island’s hidden gems. We spent our first day strolling around the narrow streets lined with the Cyclades’ trademark white-and-blue houses and practising our Greek in the local tavernas, where we discovered one of the national dishes, gyros, is perhaps the most delicious thing on earth! A stones throw from the beach, we spent that evening reading our guidebook on the balcony, where we decided to hire quad bikes to visit ancient sites that were further afield. Staying in Parikia, we were next door to the exquisite Church of Panagia Ekatontapiliani, which is perhaps the most significant Byzantine monument in all of Greece and occupied us for hours. We discovered a charming historical folklore museum in a tiny town en route to the Delian sanctuary of Apollo, which after a windy climb to the top provided some of the most breathtaking views we encountered on the whole trip. A few days later we ventured out to some ancient quarries and got lost on the broken roads in between the mountains – although a little bumpy it was a truly memorable experience! This summer has been one of the best of our lives because of the opportunity given to us by the travel prize. It’s near impossible to express adequately all the incredible things we saw and experienced and to explain how they have enriched our studies and our lives – the entire trip was truly unforgettable.
