o _f  PARADISE

Half a century after its first heyday, the Peloponnese

. - has reinvented itself, with standout hotels,
World classirestaurants and a definite buzz

_ " Crystal clear waters
*'of the Mediterranean

“w “w..lapping the craggy

"~ “Pefoponnese co"c(stlinel.



An eﬁl’c mix of old

and new in the lobby at
the Poseidonion Grand
Hotel encapsulates the
region’scaptivating
melange
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Clockwise from top left: selecting wine at Spetses’s NTA :,’ t
restaurant; the view from a suite at the Poseidonion Grand

Hotel; new Spetses hotspot Bikini bar; Amanzo'e sources

its thyme honey from the Bairahtaris family; Poseidonian

Grand Hotel’s outdoor pool; risotto with crayfish and kozani

saffron sauce from NTA; Pascale Karathanassopoulos

provides Amanzo'e with eggs from his nearby organic farm;
approaching Hydra; centre: a sun-drenched olive branch,

growing on these slopes for millennia




“Those must be the VIP seats”. The Departures photographer
points to a pair of marble-backed spots in the front row of
Epidaurus amphitheatre — a crescent of stone benches, smoothed
by thousands of bottoms over thousands of years. In a sleepy
nook of the pastoral Peloponnese, this ancient wonder is even
better after dark: the chorus of cicadas falls silent as Kevin Spacey
or Helen Mirren take the stage. When the show is over, a swarm
of Greek stars and socialites swoops into the tavernas of Ligourio
village to feast, smoke and gossip late into the night.

Less than an hour’s drive south of Epidaurus, through rolling
hills fragrant with pines, lies another secluded showstopper:
Amanzo'e, Greeces first Aman
resort. Perched high on a hilltop
with astonishing views across the
archipelago, Amanzoe is a
contemporary homage to the
Acropolis, a polished temple to
good taste that has revived the
fortunes of Porto Heli, playground
of the Mediterranean jet set back
in the 1960s. Dubbed “the
Hamptons of Greece” because of
its proximity to Athens (three
hours by car, two by catamaran, or
20 minutes by helicopter), Porto
Heli’s natural harbour is large
enough to accommodate
superyachts — which is another
reason why Greece’s shipping
magnates have snapped up much
of the surrounding coastline.

Henry Gray, a laconic Scot who
manages Amanzo'e with his
vivacious wife Char, calls this patch
of the Peloponnese “an old/new
destination”, where you can zip
from ancient ruins and medieval
castles to upscale hotels and bars.
The newest addition will be a Nikki
Beach resort, opening in Porto Heli
in summer 2014, followed by a Jack Nicklaus signature golf course
overlooking the traditional fishing village of Kilada.

In the pretty seaside town of Ermioni, the fishmonger sports a
wrist bandage after falling downstairs, racing to deliver some
lobster when Amanzoe’s chef ran out. Local suppliers are name-
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DON'T MISS:

The ancient ruins of Epidaurus

checked in the hotel restaurant, where seasonal ingredients are
transformed into sophisticated dishes (tiny shrimps with tomato
marmalade and caper vinaigrette, a “risotto” of inside-out stuffed
tomatoes.) The 38 private pavilions are so spacious and secluded
that guests barely realise they aren’t alone. Days drift by in a
restorative haze — watsu (underwater shiatsu) in the exceptionally
well-run spa, sushi at the private beach club, spicy juleps against
a backdrop of dramatic sunsets.

But so much cloistered cosseting can be claustrophobic after a
while. For a blast of authentic Greek exuberance, hop across the
strait to Spetses and Hydra, where affluent Athenians unwind at
the weekend. Only half an hour
apart, the two islands have very
distinct personalities.

Much of Spetses is a conservation
area thanks to Sotirios Anargyros, a
tobacco merchant who bought up
almost half the island in 1899 and
planted 100,000 pine trees.
Anargyros was also a philanthropist
who gave a loaf of bread and two
drachmas to poor locals every day
— untl they staged a protest
demanding two loaves of bread
and four drachmas. Enraged,
Anargyros branded Spetses “a
paradise inhabited by devils”.

Spetses is still a paradise, but
today’s inhabitants are welcoming
and well off. In its 19th century
heyday, the island was a great naval
power, its most infamous captain,
Laskarina Bouboulina, a
formidable woman who donated
her fleet and her life to the Greek
War of Independence. The
charming Bouboulina Museum is
housed in her ancestral home,
dating from  1660. More
magnificent sea captains’ mansions
line the waterfront, where grannies splash about below the
battlements. These are some of the most expensive - and coveted
- properties in Greece. “People keep asking if I would sell my
house,” says Dimitris Anargyros, last male descendant of Sotirios
Anargyros. “Would you sell your heart?”

Performances at ancient Epidaurus, which run from June to August (+30 27530 22026 for performances, +30 27530 22 666 for the

archaeological site). * 1he fascinating, family-run Bouboulina Museum (bouboulinamuseum-spetses.gr), which brings the Greek War

of Independence to life. Free concerts are held in the walled garden throughout July and August. « Cutting-edge art

shows at Hydra School Projects (:30 693 8024554) and site-specific installations at the Slaughterhouse (deste.gr), which bring

top collectors and curators to Hydra every summer. » The stylish, waterproof beach bags at Salty Bag (saltybag.com), each

of which is hand-made from upcycled sails and stocked at On the Deck on Spetses. « The edible souvenirs (dried

figs, oregano, thyme honey) at Ermioni farmers market, every Thursday morning. « Nafplio, the first capital of modern

Greece, which is an intriguing mishmash of neoclassical, Venetian and Ottoman architecture. It features Palamidi

castle, which presides over the seaside town but the views from Bourtzi, a floating Venetian fortress, are even better.

CONTACT PLATINUM CARD SERVICE FOR BOOKINGS
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Chapel surrounded
by scrubland at
Hydra’s Bisti bay

Cars are banned on Spetses. Horse and c;i‘r?iages' clop along

to the Old Harbour, where shipwrights craft traditional wooden

schooners as they have done for centuries, oblivious to the -

shiny yachts and popular restaurants crowding them in. After
dark, the tap-tap of the shipbuilders gives way to the boom-
boom of countless bars.

Spetses has attracted high-class carousers ever since Sotirios
Anargyros built the Poseidonion Grand Hotel, celebrating its
centenary this year. This seaside landmark was originally a base
for the Athenian upper crust who came here to hunt turtledoves,
with Greece’s first hotel spa to keep their wives happy. It had
languished for years until Manolis Vordonis, an endearing
idealist, took it upon himself to restore the Poseidonion to its
former glory. The six-year restoration was finally completed in
the middle of Greece’s economic crisis. “Never mind the
recession,” Vordonis shrugs. “This building has its own value
regardless of the ups and down of the Greek economy.”

He is right. The vista from a sea-view suite, as the sun sinks
behind the Peloponnese, is priceless. But the pi¢ce de resistance
is the soaring lobby, with its original floor tiles and cantilevered
marble staircase. If guests tire of the lap pool and hamam-style
spa, a picnic hamper of produce is available from the hotel’s
organic orchard, perfect for a boat or bicycle trek to explore the
pine-fringed bays of Xylokeriza and Zoggeria.

On craggy Hydra, the only modes of transport are donkeys
and boats. Ancient footpaths criss-cross the deserted hinterland,
aworld apart from the glamorous crowds cruising the horseshoe
harbour. All the action is centred around the port, which gives
the island a peculiar intensity and intimacy. One of the few
islands in Greece where strict building codes are actually
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upheld, Hydra~is “aesthetically perfect”, as Henry Miller
pronounced when he visited in the 1930s. As Miller well
knew, Greece’s enduring appeal springs from the indomitable

vitality of its people: “This purity, this wild and naked

“perfection of Hydra, is in great part due to the spirit of the

men who once dominated the island.”

In contrast to straight-laced Spetses, Hydra attracts a more
boho crowd. Poets, painters and actors prowl the whitewashed
alleys, with legions of scraggy cats hot on their heels. Here, the
imposing admirals’ mansions have been converted into museums
and fine art schools. Even the high school is hijacked by
contemporary artists during the summer holidays, and the old
slaughterhouse makes a sinister setting for installations by the
likes of Maurizio Cattelan and Matthew Barney. The heavyweights
on show at the Slaughterhouse are hand-picked by Dakis Joannou,
Greece’s biggest modern art collector, who owns a villa on the
island (and an expansive yacht-cam-gallery, Guilty, emblazoned
by Jeff Koons).

Inaccessible, rocky beaches have saved Hydra from the
ravages of mass tourism. Scenic (but shadeless) footpaths and
zippy water taxis take you to castaway bays such as Bisti, Ayios
Nikolaos and Limnioniza on the uninhabited south side of the
island. Here, little has changed since Leonard Cohen rocked up
in the 1960s and met his muse, Marianne, once describing the
island as the place he always returned to for “sitting down
time”. Hiking, swimming and gallery-hopping aside, time on
Hydra is best spent simply sitting on that picture-perfect
harbour and watching slow, sultry island life unfurl as it has
done for centuries. In this part of the world, it seems, every seat
is for VIPs. ¢



Clockwise from top left: the sun streams into the bar of
the Poseidonian Grand Hotel; view of the boat-speckled
coast from NTA's idyllic terrace; the timeworn seats and
spectacular view from the grand Epidaurus theatre

WHERE TO STAY
Each of Amanzo’e’s (f amanresorts.com) opulent, intimate
pavilions is big enough to throw a party. The 4-7

bedroom villas come with a 25m pool, housekeeper and

chef. Overlooking Spetses port, Poseidonion Grand

Hotel (poscidonion.com) is the place to see and be seen.

More low-key but equally stylish, Orloff Resort
(orloffresort.com) is tucked away behind the Old Harbour.
Over on Hydra, the Bratsera (bratserahotel.com) is its finest

hotel with colonial style rooms around a tranquil pool.

Hipaway Villas (hipawayvillas.com), a portfolio of handpicked

holiday homes, includes a Hydra hideaway brimming

with contemporary art. And Five Star Greece

(fivestargreece.com) features a collection of notable villas

throughout the region.

WHERE TO EAT & DRINK

Spetses’ On The Verandah (.30 22080 74553) redefines modern

Greek cuisine, using ingredients from the Poseidonion

Grand Hotel's organic kitchen garden, while Tarsanas (:s0

22980 74490) has the freshest fish on Spetses and a romantic

waterfront setting, like its more sophisticated sister

restaurant NTA (rerotisagapisgr). The canteen at
Xylokeriza bay does the best souvlaki on the

island, and yachties come from far and wide
for the moussaka and meatballs at Loula’s
taverna on Zoggeria beach. On Hydra,

take a water taxi to Marina's (-30 22080 52496)
overlooking Vlychos bay for grilled

octopus and Greek salad. Walk back

to town, stopping for sundowners at
Hydronetta (:30 22980 54160), a cliff—top bar

full of bright young things. After hours,
everyone ends up at the legendary Pirate
Bar (30 22980 52564) o1 Spetses’s chic new
Bikini (:30 2208 074888 bar. On the mainland,
Marivon (:30 27540 91352), a French bistro in
remote lliokastro, specialises in succulent
cote de veau and homemade orange and
cinnamon ice cream. Run by three sisters,
Vrysi tou Ntaveli (:30 27530 71204) in Koliaki is
famous for its pies, but the roast goat is also
worth a detour.

Statue of Asklepios at Epidaurus’s
Archaeological Museum
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