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Beyond the harbours and white-sand beaches of Crete 
lies a land rich in history and myth, home to deities  
and monsters from the Minotaur to the thunder-god  
Zeus himself. We embark on a quest to discover this 
island’s legendary legacy
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In the early morning, the pastel-hued 
buildings along Hania’s curving harbour  
are painted with golden light, each doubled 
in the gently shifting waters of the bay.  
It’s quiet, with just a few taverna-keepers 
setting out chairs, and a grey-bearded man 
wading thigh-deep in the water, using a 
hook to capture sea urchins and drop them, 
black spines glistening, into his bucket. 

A glance around this waterfront on the 
northern coast of Crete hints at one side of 
this island’s history, a tale of conquest and 
occupation. The apricot-domed church by 
the water’s edge was a mosque when the 
Ottomans ruled here from the 17th century 
– it still bears the scars of a toppled minaret. 
For hundreds of years before that, the 
Venetians were in charge, building the 
colourful harbourside warehouses that  
are now home to boutique hotels and 
upmarket restaurants.

But as I wander beyond the harbour, the 
true nature of Crete’s past is revealed – an 
extraordinary history stretching back to 
the dawn of Western civilisation. Humble 
sites of excavated earth are dotted here  
and there through the streets of Hania, 
displaying remains of the Minoan empire, 
powerhouse of the Mediterranean during 

the Bronze Age (c. 2700 to c. 1450 BCE).
This was Europe’s first advanced people, 

who developed a unique system of writing, 
built sophisticated palaces, and presided 
over a golden age of prosperity that lasted 
more than 500 years. And it was this 
advanced era in Crete that storytellers like 
Homer evoked when laying the foundations 
of Greek mythology. 

Crete is the setting of many of the great 
Greek myths. Odysseus sailed here, 
Hercules laboured here, and it was from 
Cretan cliffs that Icarus soared on wings of 
feathers and wax. This is where the hero 
Theseus battled the fearsome, bull-headed 
Minotaur. And the king of the Greek gods, 
Zeus – of the mighty thunderbolt and even 
mightier sexual appetite – was reputedly 
born in Crete. Locals will still tell you he 
grew up here, eating fine local honey and 
drinking the milk of a she-goat goddess. 

My plan is to cross this island and explore 
its many myths, but when I mention it to 
a lady in an old-town bakery, it prompts a 
raised eyebrow and a wry smile. ‘Good luck,’ 
she says, handing me a box of spinach-filled 
pastries. ‘Everywhere in Crete has a myth 
attached to it. If you try to find them all, 
you’ll be here a very long time.’
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 Idrive south through sun-warmed 
Cretan countryside. A riot of golden 
Spanish broom and red poppies crowds 
the roadside, and beyond are groves of 
orange trees polka-dotted with bright 

fruits. Ahead loom the White Mountains, 
named for their ghostly pallor and the 
snowcaps that cling on despite the early 
summer heat. It’s high among these peaks 
that the landscape breaks open into a jagged 
gash that stretches ten miles towards the 
southern coast – the Samaria Gorge. 

The gorge’s towering walls were carved 
over millennia by a stream that still rushes 
over the rocks below, and a walking path of 
pale stones now traces its curves. Local 
guide Nikki Stavroulaki has often walked 
this gorge, and she navigates the tricky 

terrain on nimble feet. ‘I love it because each 
time I notice something new; each time it’s 
different,’ she says with fervour. 

The path winds steeply down, crossing 
back and forth over the stream via creaking 
log bridges. Above, the sheer limestone cliffs 
change colour from rosy pink to streaked 
grey and gold. There’s a hum just audible 
above the shushing of the water, as hosts  
of bees feast on the purple blooms of wild 
thyme that grow between the rocks. In quiet 
moments like this, you can see how the gorge 
may have awed ancient visitors and inspired 
them to create stories about playful nymphs 
emerging from the rocks, river and trees. 

It was a local nymph that brought 
mythological fame to this region, thanks to  
a divine dalliance with the god of music and 

light, Apollo. ‘He came to a place called Tarra 
and fell in love with Akakkalis, a beautiful 
nymph,’ Nikki tells me. ‘He spent the night 
with her, but he had such a nice time that he 
forgot to wake up in the morning. The sun 
didn’t rise until he woke, and that was the 
longest night humanity ever knew.’

We reach the point known as the Iron 
Gates, where the gorge walls draw in so 
tight the wind whistles through the gap. 
Nikki makes her way along the narrow 
wooden walkway and gestures to the 
mountainous landscape that greets us on 
the other side. ‘Myths like that tell us 
something about the allure of a place,’ she 
says. ‘To the people who told those stories, 
the meaning was clear – this place itself 
was so special, it seduced even the gods.’ 

The Greek Orthodox Church of the Trimartyri 
in Hania. Right, from top: The drive into the 
White Mountains; a sign at the Iron Gates

Guide Nikki Stavroulaki 
crosses the river in  

front of the ‘Iron  
Gates’ passage in the 

Samaria Gorge.  
Previous pages: A view  
out to the Aegean Sea 

from Hania’s port
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NYMPH AT BROUGHT  
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 journey northwest through 
shaded green valleys brings 
me back to the northern coast 
and the seaside city of 
Rethymno, with its proud 

sandstone fortress and cross-hatching of 
slender alleyways. There are myths here, 
too – some scientists believe ancient 
dwarf-elephant fossils found in nearby 
caves may have inspired stories of the 
terrible Cyclops – but I am on the trail of  
a more recent local legend. 

In a former Venetian mansion in the 
heart of the old town, 52-year-old 
Paraskevas Chatziparaschos rolls a sheet of 
pale dough to paper-thinness and billows  
it out like a bedsheet over a huge wooden 
table. This will soon be folded and folded, 
creating countless layers of filo pastry to be 
baked into the family’s famous baklava. 
Golden rows of these pistachio pastries 
stand by the entrance, each bite a crispy, 
nutty glory that oozes with honey. 

Paraskevas learnt his trade from his 
father Giorgios, who has himself spent 73 
years perfecting his technique. ‘There is  
no one recipe,’ Paraskevas says, giving the 
pastry another expert flick of the wrist.  
‘It changes, depending on the weather,  
the humidity. It might need more salt one 
day, or to rest it under some damp hessian. 
This,’ he says with a gesture towards the 
expanse of delicate dough, ‘is truly the  
work of a lifetime.’

The family’s pastry is prized across 
Rethymno, and the city’s top chefs use it  
to add delicate crunch to their own dishes.  
I wander along streets lined with shops 
selling raw sea sponges and carved olive 
wood to Avli, a lively restaurant with a 
shaded courtyard bursting with blooms. 
Here, the crispy, thread-thin strands of  
the Chatziparaschos pastry are wrapped 
around tender aubergine with spearmint 
and tangy gruyère. I eat this, along with a 
deconstructed potato-and-cheese boureki 
topped with purple mallow flowers, and a 
side dish of feather-light courgette blossoms 
stuffed with goat’s cheese. 

Crete is renowned for its exceptional 
produce, and local pride runs deep. When  
I mention my interest in the island’s 
mythology to the waitress, a lady from  
the next table leans over, her gold necklace 
swinging, and points to my plate. ‘What 
more evidence do we need that Zeus grew 
up on this island?’ she asks with a grin.  
‘We can taste it. Cretan food is fit to  
nourish a god.’

Paraskevas holds  
a tray of baklava at  
his family’s bakery  

in Rethymno.  
Above: Coastal  

views from the road  
near Rethymno

Lunchtime in Rethymno. Below: Sights  
and curiosities from around the town

A restaurant sign in Rethymno. 
Below: Traditional taverna lunch 
including the universal Greek salad 

LEGENDS OF CRETE



April  2020 47April  202046

XXXXXXXXX

PH
O

TO
G

RA
PH

S:
 

PH
O

TO
G

RA
PH

S:
 

LEGENDS OF CRETE

 Fifty miles to the east of Rethymno 
lie the remains a great Minoan 
structure, the Palace of Knossos. 
Until the 19th century, locals knew 
the site as nothing more than an 

unremarkable hill overgrown with olive 
trees, but careful excavation revealed it to  
be the centre of the Minoan empire. 

Today the ruin stands revealed, a network 
of stone foundations and crumble-edged 
walls drenched in sunlight. The only 
residents are peacocks that patrol the 
perimeters and whose loose piercing cries 
echo among the stonework. The palace was 
destroyed in a fire in the 14th century BCE 
but restored sections show striking frescoes 
with bright designs of leaping dolphins and 
charging bulls. Terracotta pipes running 
between buildings brought residents fresh 
spring water, and archaeologists discovered 
the Minoan queen even had a flushable 
toilet, believed to be the first in the world. 

Local guide Katerina Tsagaraki leads me 
through the site, looking glamorous in a 
flowing blue dress despite the dust and 
heat. She directs me to a wide-open space 

that was once a central arena, where 
shrieking crowds would watch youths 
perform the extraordinary feat of jumping 
over charging bulls. This, scholars believe, 
could have been the origin of the Minotaur 
legend, a man with the head and shoulders 
of a bull that feasted on human flesh. In the 
myth, Athenian youths were sacrificed to 
the Minotaur, until the creature was slain 
by the brave hero, Theseus. 

‘You can see how it was born into the 
fantasy of the people,’ Katerina says, ‘that 
the Athenians were sent to be eaten by the 
Minotaur monster, when in fact it was to 
jump over a bull. Perhaps the only one to 
succeed was a young man called Theseus. 
From mouth to mouth, generation to 
generation, that’s how we have this history 
today, written as a kind of fairytale.’ 

For Katerina, these stories are more than 
myths, they are a part of the Cretan identity. 
‘It is in the blood of the Cretans,’ she says 
with pride. ‘We’ve always had our own 
character, our own traditions, our own 
customs, and we’ve honoured our own god, 
Zeus. These myths are our history.’ 

The Palace of Knossos, 
once the centre of 
Minoan civilisation, 
has been partially 
reconstructed.  
Right: Wild Ebenus 
cretica near Rethymno

THIS C ULD HAVE 
BEEN E ORIGIN  
OF THE MIN TAUR  
LEGEND,  MAN  
WI  THE HEAD 

ND SH ULDERS OF 
A BULL AT FEASTED 
ON HUM N FLESH
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ccording to the legend, Zeus 
was born in a cave, hidden 
from the gaze of his cannibal 
father, Kronos. While Crete 
has many caves, there’s one 

high in the Dikti Mountains that’s considered 
the most likely candidate. I head southwest  
of Knossos along a steep, curving road lined 
with wild pink oleander to the edge of the 
Lasithi Plateau, cradled by a crescent of 
rumple-backed mountains. In case I’m in  
any doubt, a municipal sign by the roadside 
reads, ‘Welcome to the birthplace of Zeus  
and the beginning of Europe.’

It’s a steep climb on foot to reach the 
Dikteon Cave, on a pathway of stones buffed 
by countless feet to an iron-blue gleam. 
Sheer walls of green-stippled rock loom then 
split to reveal the cave entrance, as if the 
mountain itself has stirred and opened its 
ferocious maw. With each step down into 
the cave, the temperature drops; the heat  
of summer is forgotten in moments. 

Ahead is an eerie warren of alien shapes 
and boundless dark. Green stalactites hang 
from cave ceiling to floor like mighty, 
twisted roots. The cave is deep, reaching  
far back out of sight, and every surface is 
gleaming wet. In the half-shadows it’s 
possible to see all sorts of gods and monsters 
in these rocks. Electric lights illuminate the 
cave today, but it’s all too easy to imagine 
how those who came here in ancient times 
might have peered into the darkness beyond 
their flickering torches and considered this  
a place best left to the gods.

I emerge into the light and take in the view 
across the plateau, a broad patchwork of neat 
fields and orchards dotted with white-sailed 
windmills. My journey has officially come  
to its end, but the myths of this land 
continue. Perhaps it was across this 
landscape that the sea-god Poseidon’s 
enchanted bull rampaged? And further east 
must be where Zeus brought the Phoenician 
princess Europa, to have his wicked way 
with her. And south, beyond the coast, I’ve 
heard the Isle of Hrysi may be the white-
sanded paradise where Odysseus stayed 
enchanted by a witch for seven years.

I’m reminded of the baker’s friendly 
warning at the start of my journey: that 
discovering all of the local myths might 
take a very long time. Standing here, with 
all of Crete at my feet, it seems to me there 
are far worse ways to spend a lifetime than 
seeking out the legendary stories of this 
island and helping them last a thousand 
years more. 

christa larwood 
received support from the 
Greek National Tourism 
Organisation. A writer 

with an interest in classics, she is also 
co-host of the BBC’s The Travel Show.

Windmills and a church  
on the Lasithi Plateau, on  
the drive to the mountains. 
Left from above: A Greek 
Orthodox priest stands by 
the roadside; the cathedral-
like Dikteon Cave
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GETTING THERE
Direct flights run from the 
UK to Crete between April 
and October on Aegean 
Airlines, BA, easyJet, 
Norwegian and other 
airlines. Fly into Hania 
(often written as Chania) 
or the island capital 
Iraklio, also spelled 
Heraklion (from £100; 
easyjet.com). During the 
colder months, you can fly 
to Crete via Athens on 
Aegean Airlines (from 
£170 to Iraklio or Hania; 
en.aegeanair.com).

GETTING AROUND
For freedom and flexibility, 
it’s best to hire a car. Drive 
with caution in remote 
rural areas as road edges 
can become unstable after 
heavy rain, and opt for  
a small vehicle if possible 
as driving and parking in 
Iraklio’s Old Town centre 
can be a tight and tricky 

business (from £10 per 
day; rhinocarhire.com).

WHEN TO GO
Crete is warm in spring 
and autumn, so avoid the 
midsummer crowds and  
go in May/June or 
September/October to 
experience the best of the 
island. Our team travelled 
in June when the landscape 
was covered in wildflowers.

FURTHER INFO
Delve into the history of 
the Minoans and the 
modern struggle to 
decipher their language 
with Margalit Fox’s  
The Riddle of the Labyrinth 
(£9.99, Profile Books).  
For trip-planning, pick up 
our Crete guide (£12.99; 
lonelyplanet.com). See 

official tourist 
board websites, 
visitgreece.gr and 
incrediblecrete.gr.

MAP KEY
 Dikteon Cave
 Douloufakis Winery
 Elafonisi Beach
 Hania (Chania)
 Hrysi (Chrissi/

Gaïdouronisi)

 Iraklio (Heraklion)
 Knossos
 Rethymno
 Samaria Gorge
 Vaï Beach

CR E

Elafonisi Beach
If one beach is emblematic of Crete, it’s 
Elafonisi, in the southwestern corner of the 
island. This beach has a baby-pink ring at the 
waterline, created from crushed coral and 
shells, which curves against white sand and 
aquamarine water to create an otherworldly 
effect. If you tire of this beach, you can roll up 
your trousers and slosh to another one on a 
picturesque islet just across the water. 
It’s a 1½-hour drive here from Hania through 
striking countryside. Stay at the Elafonisi Resort,  
a small hotel with an excellent seafood restaurant 
attached (rooms from £50; elafonisi-resort.com).

Hrysi Island
Local lore has it that Hrysi (aka Chrissi or 
Gaïdouronisi) is where Odysseus was waylaid 
on his journey back from the Trojan Wars, and 
one glance at this island off the southeast coast 
shows why the famed hero might have found it 
hard to leave. Here, wooded hills look down 
on white-sand beaches ringed by water so 
vivid that in bright sunlight it’s almost shocking.
Hrysi is accessible only by ferry from Ierapetra 
(purchase tickets from agents around the harbour 
for £20). Stay at the Cretan Villa Hotel in 
Ierapetra, with stone-walled rooms and a 
courtyard (rooms from £40; cretan-villa.com).

Vaï Beach
Located on the northeastern tip of Crete,  
the secluded inlet of Vaï Beach is backed by  
a forest of date palms. Theories about the 
presence of this non-native species suggest the 
first palms grew from date pits cast overboard 
by ancient Phoenician soldiers, Roman 
legionaries or even pirates. Today, the palms 
overlook golden sands, emerald-green waters 
and a picturesque trio of rocky outcrops.
Around a ten-minute drive from Vaï Beach are the 
Esperides Stone Houses, self-catering villas set 
amid an olive grove with views over the water 
(rooms from £44; palaikastro.com/esperides).

CRETE’S BEST BEACHES

4Coastal drive and 
winery
After 8am, head to 

the Chatziparaschos 
bakery for baklava fresh 
from the oven (from £5 a 
box; Emmanoil Vernardoy 
30, Rethymno). Drive an 
hour east along the 
northern coast, then skirt 
the city of Iraklio and head 
to the Dafnes wine region, 
where vines grow amid 
olive groves. Stop in at 
Douloufakis Winery 
(pictured) for a taste of their 
award-winning dry red, 
Liatiko, and a visit to their 
hillside vineyards (bottles 
from £12; call ahead; 
cretanwines.gr). For dinner, 
head into Iraklio to 
Karnagio, a tavern serving 
Cretan dishes such as 
mussels with saganaki 
cheese (mains from £6; 
karnagio.gr). Bed down  
at the Olive Green Hotel,  
a pared-back hotel with  
an eco-friendly ethos (from 
£42; olivegreenhotel.com).

5 STEPS T   DIVINE DVEN RE

5Visit Knossos and Zeus’ cave
Only a 15-minute drive south of the 
Cretan capital is the Bronze Age 

Minoan capital of Knossos, Crete’s most 
notable archaeological ruin. Arrive early 
to avoid queues, and spend the morning 
exploring the expansive complex (tickets 
from £7.50; etickets.tap.gr). From there, 
head southeast for 1½ hours via curving 
mountain roads and small, white-painted 
villages to the edge of the Lasithi Plateau 
and the Dikteon Cave. Follow the steep 
trail up the mountainside before descending 
into the ancient gloom of the cave (tickets 
£5; visitgreece.gr). Be sure to stop and  
buy some of the famous local honey at a 
roadside stall (pictured) before heading 
back to Iraklio for your flight home.

1Explore Hania
Arrive in the ancient harbour city of Hania,  
and spend the day exploring the picturesque 

Kastelli waterfront and Old Town, keeping an eye  
out for excavated Minoan sites. Stay overnight in  
the Elia Estia hotel, a collection of unique apartments 
in the Kastelli district. Spacious and quietly stylish – 
deploying pale colours, tasteful furniture and 
industrial-style light fittings – each comes with a view, 
either over the harbour or the Old Town and 
mountains (from £62 per night; eliahotels.com).

2Hike the Samaria Gorge
Drive 1½ hours southwest and 
check in at the Monastery Estate 

Retreat in the Sougia region. The hotel 
can arrange drop-off at the Samaria 
Gorge trail-head and pick-up from Sougia 
at the other end (around £50). Hike down 
the gorge, allowing at least six hours  
(£5 entry; samaria.gr), then catch a ferry 
from the harbour at Agia Roumeli on the 
southern coast (£10; anendyk.gr) to the 
port of Sougia, ready for transfer back to 
the hotel. Spend the night high among  
the mountains at the Monastery Estate 
Guesthouse (right). Each suite is styled 
with a subdued palette – bleached wood 
and exposed concrete – and has a private 
plunge pool (open from April; pool suite 
from £155; monasteryestate.com).

3Discover Rethymno
Enjoy a Cretan breakfast of 
crispbreads and local cheeses, 

then hit the road north and loop east for 
a two-hour drive to Rethymno. Wander 
the streets of the Old Town and explore 
the 16th-century waterfront fort before 
stopping for a meal at Avli restaurant 
(left). Ask for a seat in the leafy 
courtyard and sample modern versions 
of local dishes, such as sole fillet served 
with bitter almond sauce (from £8;  
avli.gr). Spend the night in the heart  
of the city’s medieval quarter at the 
Rimondi Boutique Hotels, where you 
can choose either a converted Venetian 
palazzo or a modern building with 
mezzanine suites and barrel ceilings 
(open from April; rooms from £95 and 
suites from £145; hotelsrimondi.com).


