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My love of travel is heightened 
when unlikely places reveal 
extraordinary things, which, of 
course, they do all the time.

This past summer, my wife Leslie 

and I discovered that you can 

reach those heights every day on  

an historical cruise. We spent 16  

days on the Aegean Odyssey, a 

newly refitted, small-scale 

luxury cruise ship that carried 

us from Istanbul to Venice 

through a string of unlikely 

places, all them containing 

exquisite and unexpected gifts.

Why unlikely? Because the trip 

was organized around Byzantine 

history, art, and culture. Ancient  

Byzantine capitals like Ravenna, Italy and Thessalonica, 

Greece are not exactly magnets for most tourists today. Yet 

for Byzantophiles, they are home to must-see art and 

artifacts. To us, they meant nothing. Until we got there.

In fact, “Byzantine” itself meant next to nothing. We 

booked the tour not for the history but because the ship 

was of modest size (350 passengers), which we liked 

because we didn’t have to travel with 2,000 other cruise 

passengers, and for a reasonable fee we would cruise the 

Aegean and Mediterranean for 16 summer days on a 

completely restored vessel, all inclusive, mostly in Greece. 

Sweet.

The Byzantine part seemed 

quaintly interesting if we chose to 

pay attention. Little did we know.  

It quickly became the main event.

The history angle also fit with a 

revelation that has come upon 

me fairly late in life, but I now 

believe fervently: that unguided 

travel with nothing but the 

Lonely Planet is like trying to 

have a conversation without 

knowing the language, and that 

good guides are worth more than 

you pay them. They bring it all to 

life. On this trip, the guides were said to be very good and 

their services were part of the package.

Going Where Big Boats Can’t
The Aegean Odyssey was created to access history. Built in  

1973 and originally named the Narcis, it had at least four 
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owners before a British octogenarian named Gerry Herrod 

rescued it from oblivion.

His idea: a smaller ship beautifully outfitted that can take 

350 discerning travelers to ancient sites around the 

Mediterranean, many of which are inaccessible to the big 

cruise ships; 

emphasize guided 

excursions each 

day; offer edifying 

lectures on board 

by noted experts; 

and staff the ship 

with Filipinos — 

possibly the 

friendliest, most 

helpful people on 

earth.

The Aegean 

Odyssey is eight 

decks of four-star 

elegance. In 

addition to two 

decks of typical 

twin-bed cruise ship rooms (larger than most) there are 

another two decks of surprisingly spacious staterooms 

with king-sized beds and enough floor space to do yoga. 

The hallways throughout the ship are hushed with thick 

beige broadloom like a fine hotel. There are two 

restaurants — one 

more formal, the 

other more casual — 

and a wide back 

deck for outdoor 

dining as the ship’s 

wake unfurls 

behind.

The top deck, which 

is finished in 

smooth teak planks 

like a billionaire’s 

yacht, features a 

small swimming 

pool, a large hot tub,  

and a fitness center. 

Wave your hand 

from your lounge 

chair and an 

We ate many of our meals here on the back deck of the Aegean Odyssey, enjoying the 
Mediterranean sun at lunch and the stars with dinner at night. The ship also has an 
elegant restaurant for multi-course meals when you choose to dine more formally.
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effervescent Filipino bar attendant is there in moments 

with your next gin and tonic.

Launched in 2010, the Aegean Odyssey cruises from 

spring to fall on various packaged tours of ancient sites in 

Malta, Cyprus, Sicily, Tunisia, Egypt, Jordan, Syria, 

Turkey, Greece, and 

Italy.

Our tour — “Exploring 

the Byzantine Empire” 

— began in Istanbul 

then took us to 

Thessalonica (Greece), 

Metéora, Patmos, 

Santorini, Athens, 

Naupoli (near ancient 

Mycenae), Corfu, 

Saranda (Albania), 

Dubrovnik (Croatia), 

Ravenna (Italy), and 

finally Venice.

Istanbul: Tripped 
Up By a Carpet

In Istanbul, the Aegean 

Odyssey was moored in the heart of city where the 

Bosphorus, the Golden Horn, and the Sea of Marmora 

converge on the pivot point between Europe and Asia. 

Our ship was diminutive but regal beside two giant big-

box-style cruise ships nearby. They seemed gauche. We 

seemed graceful.

Two nights in Istanbul 

gave us time to wander. 

But spend more than 24  

hours and you spend 

money, often serious 

money. My wife and I 

are the owners of seven 

Turkish carpets. We 

didn’t need another 

one. But like snakes to a  

charmer, we 

succumbed to a woven 

dream offered at a 

small, family-owned 

shop that we passed on 

our way back to the 

ship. A tightly-knotted, 

10X7, gold-and-brown 

“We are only here to look at the bedspreads,” I said with a wave of my hand as 
we entered this carpet store near the Topkapi Palace in Istanbul on our way 
back to the ship. “We already have a lifetime’s supply of carpets.” It was no use. 
Two hours later, we emerged with two embroidered bedspreads and the 
carpet you see here, a !nely knotted work of woven art too exquisite to resist. 
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woolen miracle of handmade sumptuousness, the carpet is 

from the romantic Cappadocia region. It called out to us. 

The two persuasive brothers who own the shop could tell. 

It took them two hours to break us down. We are pleased 

they did. They also sold us two stunning bedspreads.

It was an auspicious 

beginning.

Chora: Mosaics 
That Steal Your 
Breath

Right from the start 

in Istanbul, our 

guides proved their 

worth. Many guides 

are efficient 

herders. Those 

sought by the 

Aegean Odyssey are  

lovers of history. We 

were ushered 

skillfully through the 

Hagia Sophia, 

Byzantium’s greatest 

architectural 

triumph; the Blue Mosque; and the sprawling 

bungalow-style Topkapi Palace, lavish home of Ottoman 

sultans with a room for every function, including 

circumcision.

But the most stupefying treasure, for me, was contained 

in a fairly 

nondescript 

church in an 

inconveniently 

located 

neighborhood far 

from the touristic 

core of the city. 

The Church of the 

Holy Savior in 

Chora, now called 

the Kariye 

Museum, is 

notorious for not 

being open. And it 

appeared not to be.  

But our guides 

called out to the 

gatekeeper, there 

At the Church of the Holy Savior in Chora, now called the Kariye Museum, the 
Christian mosaics created in the 14th century are as beautiful as anything created 
anywhere in the world at that time.  The museum opened its often-closed gates to 
passengers on the Aegean Odyssey, one of many such privileges we would experience.

Byzantium was an empire of heavenly mosaic art. 
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was brief chat, and the big iron gates swung open.

Four busloads of Aegean Odyssey passengers respectfully 

trooped inside and were dumbstruck. Fifty mosaic panels 

on the upper walls and ceilings depict the life of Christ 

from before his birth to 

after his resurrection. 

Created sometime around 

1310 – that’s 700 years 

ago -- the mosaics literally  

sparkle in the cave-like 

church as if buffered from  

time. I found it hard to 

leave.

That night, after a dinner 

of chateaubriand, roast 

potatoes and salad, we 

steamed out of Istanbul 

sipping wine in lounge 

chairs on the open upper 

deck. The illuminated 

minarets of the great 

mosques receded from 

view like pencils of light 

as the Sea of Marmora opened to the Dardanelles and the 

promise of much to come.

In the 15 days that followed, not one day went by without 

history humbling us.

Metéora: 
Holy Perch of the 
Sweating Skull

In Metéora, the jaw-

dropping landscape of 

towering sandstone spires 

on the northwestern edge 

of Greece’s Thessalian 

plain, we visited several 

monasteries where, for 

centuries, hermit monks 

and nuns (and their food) 

were hoisted hundreds of 

feet by ropes in baskets. 

Most fascinating was a 

large section of skull, 

reputedly of a second-

century martyr, contained 

in an ornate silver box with  

“Metéora,”  which translates to “suspended rocks" or "suspended in the 
air,” is one of the largest and most important aggregations of Eastern 
Orthodox monasteries in Greece, second only to Mount Athos. The six 
monasteries of the region are built on natural sandstone rock pillars that 
rise dramatically from the northwestern edge of the Plain of Thessaly. The 
!rst inhabitants were an ascetic group of hermit monks who moved on to 
the rocks in the 9th century. Until the 17th century, everything, monks 
included, was moved up and down with ropes and baskets.
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a see-through lid in the chapel of a nunnery. One of the 

nuns told us, “It sweats when things aren’t right.” I know 

the feeling.

Mount Athos: No Females, Unless Feline

On morning, we cruised 

for several hours about 

a kilometer off the 

craggy shore of Mount 

Athos where more than 

1,500 Greek monks live 

in 20 monasteries. 

Women and all other 

female mammals, 

except cats, are 

forbidden to set foot on 

the vast isolated 

peninsula. Its steep, 

wooded landscape is 

apparently thick with 

snakes, and the monks, 

despite their vows of 

simplicity, have 

managed to amass 

formidable land 

holdings throughout Greece.

Santorini: Dry and Chic

We stopped for half a day in Santorini, surely one of the 

most beautiful islands on earth. Its middle was blown out 

some 3,600 years ago in 

the “Minoan eruption,” 

one the most powerful 

volcanic explosions in 

recorded history. Today, 

sugar-cube villages spill 

over the 1,000-foot cliffs 

of the crescent-shaped 

island.

I was there 20 years ago 

We sailed into Santorini early one morning, the sun rising over the 
fuming volcanic crater in the caldera at the centre of the crescent-
shape island (right). We strolled through the Village of Oia (above) and 
later ate a lunch of hummus, "atbread, olives, feta cheese, roast 
chicken, and cold beer in the main town of Fira while looking down at 
our ship waiting patiently far below.
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and remember Oia, a village at the north end of the island, 

being dusty and derelict. Today, it’s theme-park clean and 

loaded with prosperous shops selling Greek baubles and 

expensive 

cappuccinos to a  

river of tourists 

who flow down 

the narrow 

cobbled streets. 

Santorini’s 

desirability has 

not been 

restrained by the 

fact it has almost  

no water.

Athens: An 
invitation to 
Lord Elgin

In Athens, we 

climbed the 

Acropolis on a 

brilliantly sunny 

morning to 

witness the 

ongoing 

restoration of western civilization’s most important 

monuments. For 30 years, the Greeks have been replacing 

missing pieces of the shattered and weathered temples with 

new marble from 

the same 

mountain 

excavated for the 

original buildings 

by Pericles.

In the Plaka 

neighborhood 

below we visited 

the two-year-old 

Acropolis 

Museum, a glass-

and-steel 

masterwork full of 

ancient sculptural 

treasures, 

including what’s 

left in Greece of 

the famed metope 

panels of the 

Parthenon. The 

The new Acropolis Museum is a fitting home for ancient masterpieces.

When builders of the new Acropolis Museum were excavating in the Plaka neighborhood below the 
Acropolis, they discovered an archeological mother lode. Architects modi!ed the design so the ancient 
village that lay below would be disturbed as little as possible. The museum’s grand front entry (above) 
offers a dramatic view of the site that is continued through glass "oor panels inside the building. 
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rest were sawed off and plundered just after the turn of the 

19th century by Lord Elgin, a licentious Scot. As the Greeks 

intended, the Acropolis Museum is an eloquent invitation for 

the stolen 

sculptures to be 

repatriated from 

the British 

Museum.

Athens that day 

was as hot a 

griddle. The 

Aegean Odyssey 

was welcome 

respite. The crew 

sent shuttles every  

half hour to fetch 

passengers who 

chose to wander 

after the guided 

tour. In the 

bustling Piraeus 

harbor, while the 

rest of the city 

wilted, we swam 

in the ship’s pool and drank cold beers on thickly padded 

lounge chairs before dinner.

Mycenae: Agamemnon’s Peak of Power

One of the 

highlights of the trip 

was not on the 

itinerary. The 

Aegean Odyssey is 

small enough to fit 

through the Corinth 

Canal, a century-old 

channel with high 

earthen sides that 

connects the Gulf of 

Corinth with the 

Aegean Sea. To our 

misfortune (or good 

fortune as it turned 

out) one of those 

earthen walls had 

partially collapsed, 

so the crew took us 

around the 

mainland to 

After touring the Acropolis on a steaming hot day, were we shuttled back to the ship at Piraeus 
harbor to cool off around the pool. Every day, the pool was drained and refreshed with sea water. At 
the top of this picture is the area that contains a small but well-equipped gym and spa. Further aft is 
a large hot tub with a 270-degree elevated view off the back of the ship.
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Nafplion, a harbour town on the plain of Argos. From there 

we bussed through fragrant orange groves to Mycenae, 

legendarily the fortified palace of King Agamemnon, 

instigator of the Trojan War.

Mycenae is about 3,500 

years old. That’s old. The 

foundations of its two-

dozen buildings are still 

vividly in place on a 

windy hilltop above the 

vast Argos plain. The 

converging walls of its 

massive gate are built of 

gigantic “cyclopean” 

stones and topped at the 

entry with two nine-foot 

lions (now-headless) 

carved in relief. They are  

mystically moving 

symbols of power.

A walk away is 

Agamemnon’s tomb 

(also called the Treasury 

of Atreus), a buried 

stone beehive-shaped chamber with a vaulting conical interior. 

Light pierces the dark tomb through its massive doorway. You 

can almost imagine the desiccated corpses of the ancient king 

and queen laid out on marble slabs in defiance of becoming 

inevitable dust.

Our bonus that day: 

upon returning to 

Nafplion to stroll 

and shop, we ate 

thick, tart, full-fat 

Mycenae was Agamemnon’s legendary stronghold.

Our visit to the ruin of Mycenae, high above Argos plain, was one of the highlights of the trip. Remarkably well preserved 
stone foundations of an entire village, built somewhere around 1350 B.C., sit atop a hill surrounded by the remnants of 
“cyclopean” forti!cations, so named for the enormity of the stones. The Lion Gate, the oldest monumental structure in 
Europe, is a triangular stone bas relief carving of two facing heraldic lions thought to have once had metal heads that were 
long ago plundered. In nearby Nafplion we ate fabulously thick Greek yoghurt with local honey (above right). 
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goat’s milk yoghurt drizzled in dark, local honey and served 

to us proudly by the owner of a Nafplion taverna.

Butrint: When Rome Ruled Almost Everything

One morning, we awoke in Albania. That doesn’t happen to 

most people. In choppy seas, with the little “tender” boats 

that took us back and forth to 

land bobbing like agitated corks, 

we were ushered to waiting buses 

that drove slowly through the 

town of Saranda, a surreal mix of 

pre-Glasnost poverty and dozens 

of partially finished concrete 

towers erected in advance of a 

land boom that has yet to arrive.

Our destination, along narrow 

dirt roads and occasionally 

behind cattle herds, was the 

ancient Roman ruin of Butrint, a 

surprisingly well-preserved 

complex of foundations and 

fortifications on the edge of a 

rippling lake. There is a 1,500-

seat theatre, a baptismal with 

remnants of a ceramic tile floor, a school, and fortification walls 

of prodigious cut stone that have withstood the centuries. We 

could almost feel what daily life was like in this far outpost of 

the Roman empire only opened to westerners in recent years. A 

rare privilege.

Ravenna: A Riot of Angels

Each day, we were tendered and 

bussed to new surprises. We spent 

an afternoon touring Dubrovnik, 

with its orange clay roofs and thick 

seaside Venetian walls, restored to 

almost Disney perfection after the 

Serbs lobbed about 4,000 bombs 

into the city when Yugoslavia fell 

apart in the early nineties.

In Ravenna, a drab industrial city 

on Italy’s northeast coast, we stayed 

just long enough to view the 

greatest preserved collection of 

Byzantine mosaics outside of 

Istanbul, in the Church of St. Vitale. 

Every square inch of its high 

The Roman ruins are so well preserved at Butrint, a long 
overlooked archeological site in Albania, that they come as a 
surprise even to veteran travelers. After the collapse of the 
communist regime in 1992, Butrint was included in the UNESCO 
list of World Heritage Sites but considered threatened because 
of lack of protection. Nikita Khrushchev visited the ruins in 1959 
and suggested the area become a submarine base.
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vaulted ceilings are covered in tiny bits of (largely restored) 

tinted and glazed porcelain portraying saints and other 

biblical characters mingling with emperors and empresses 

surrounded by a riot of angels and birds and plants, a 

bogglingly detailed spectacle of medieval artistry.

In Venice, our final destination, the ship entered the city at 

daybreak, the sky a faint peachy-blue pastel as 

we slowly made our way along the Grand Canal, 

passengers crowding the rails, cameras madly 

snapping. That evening we were treated to 

another exclusive: the raising of the interior 

lights in St. Mark’s Basilica, Venice’s holy 

epicenter, which for most visitors is as dim as a 

cavern. With a sonorous pipe organ intoning 

deeply, the lights shone brighter and brighter as 

the Byzantine mosaics lit up like a Vatican-sized 

Christmas display in July.

Learning from Experts

Throughout the cruise, lecturers helped stitch together the 

narrative of what we were seeing. A fresh crop of historians 

come aboard the Aegean Odyssey with every new departure. 

On our trip, we were fortunate to stroll through Europe’s 

Byzantine wonders with one of the world’s foremost experts, 

Robin Cormack, a Professor Emeritus of Art History at the 

Courtauld Institute of Art, London and the curator of London’s 

wildly popular 2008 exhibit, Byzantium 330-1453. As one of the 

cruise directors told me, “This a ship that teaches you.” And the 

caliber of the teachers is humbling.

A Little Soot is a Forgettable Thing

Two things bedeviled the Aegean Odyssey on our voyage, faulty  

air conditioning and tiny bits of soot. Both were 

apparently the result of the ship being outfitted in 

Piraeus during the Greek unrest when workers 

were distracted. I’ve been told the AC was 

subsequently fixed. The soot will be eliminated this 

winter in dry dock.

But soot and heat cause complaints, which are bad 

for the ship’s owners in this age of Internet 

“customer conversations,” yet, perversely, good for 

anyone considering a voyage on the Aegean Odyssey.

The reasonable prices — including all those brilliantly guided 

excursions, conservatively worth about $2,000 — are not likely 

to go up. The food, which we found consistently good, will be 

even better under a new chef. And the decks will be soot-less.

In short, the Aegean Odyssey will be out to impress in 2011, so 

anyone going on this unique journey is likely to be pampered 

like Agamemnon. And you’ll come home smarter. •

Please continue for a gallery of photographs from this trip.



Tony Leighton © 2011                                                                                                                                                                                                               page 13 of 26

Adventure In Style 

• The Aegean 
Odyssey was reborn 
from the solid bones 
of a ship built in the 
1970s, outfitted with 
over $20 million of 
refinements designed 
to carry lovers of 
history to capitals of 
the ancient world in 
consummate comfort.
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Our Hosts • The 
owners of the Aegean 
Odyssey do many 
things well, staff 
recruitment in 
particular. The largely 
Filipino staff on our 
trip learned our 
names quickly and 
refilled our wine 
glasses attentively. 
Our room was always 
spotlessly clean when 
we returned before 
lunch and the 
bathroom refreshed at  
least twice a day. 
Their consistently 
upbeat attitude was a 
delight. 

During part of the 
cruise, the air 
conditioning 
malfunctioned and 
many passengers 
complained bitterly. 
The staff remained 
cheerful despite their 
quarters getting no AC  
so we could have what 
was available. One 
measure of a cruise 
experience is when 
you go to leave and 
know you will miss 
the people who 
assisted you 
throughout the 
journey. We felt that.
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Cold Comfort • An ice cream maker hoists his offering at a street-side shop near 
Istanbul’s Taksim area. Our journey began with two days in Istanbul, one of the world’s 
great urban destinations, time enough to tour the major sites with our guides then walk 
the streets to explore on our own.

Unique Treasures 

• Carpets are the 
ultimate souvenir 
from Istanbul but we 
found other 
handmade treasures, 
including these 
colorful felt hats 
(below). 



Tony Leighton © 2011                                                                                                                                                                                                               page 16 of 26

Coastal Majesty • One of the great pleasures of cruising are the many contemplative moments one spends simply beholding 
the passing coastline. Greece, with its rocky shores, countless islands, and rugged mountains is made to be toured by ship 
(which is why the Greeks are the world’s best-known shipbuilders, navigators, and fleet owners). This image was captured not 
far from Mount Athos, the isolated peninsula of 20 monasteries in Macedonia accessible only by boat and only to men.
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Destructive Beauty • The volcanic eruption that blew 
the center out of Santorini during the Minoan Era 
created the island’s most valuable asset: its dramatic 
cliffs. The capital, Fira, and the southernmost village, 
Oia, seem to hang from the cliffs like agglomerations of 
partly melted sugar cubes. The Aegean Odyssey 
anchored offshore (middle) on a bright but choppy day. 
We were ferried efficiently by cable car down to the 
wharf at Fira where a fleet of local boats returned us to 
the ship. Dinner was served shortly after we set sail.
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Monumental Restoration • The Greek government began restoring the monuments of the Acropolis in 
1975 and today the project is nearing completion. The aim of the restoration is to reverse the decay of 
centuries of attrition, pollution, destruction by acts of war, and misguided past restorations (iron pins used 
to join pieces of marble rusted and broke them apart). Reassembled original marble elements once scattered 
across the site have been integrated with new marble from Mount Penteli, the source of the marble used by 
Pericles to build the monuments around 450 BC. 
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Closer To Heaven • An easy stairway helps travelers access The Holy Monastery of Great Metéoron (14th century AD), the 
largest monastery in Metéora. We also visited The Holy Monastery of St. Stephen, the only monastery of six in the area inhabited 
by nuns. It was damaged by the Nazis during WWII who suspected it was harboring insurgents. The nuns reconstructed it.
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Ancient Jewel Box • Detours occasionally must be taken on small-ship 
cruises. In our case, the collapse of portion of the earthen-sided Corinth Canal 
meant we had to sail around the Peloponnese missing Delphi but seeing 
Mycenae and this astounding church in the village of Arta. The Church of the 
Paregoretissa is a 13th-century Byzantine treasure that has only recently been 
opened to tourists. On short notice, we were bussed for over two hours from the 
port of Preveza and ushered into the small three-story church with its raised 
octagonal domes and many surviving frescos and mosaics. Several of the most 
important mosaics had been restored recently. Most fascinating were faded 
frescos dating to 1290 when the church was built by a ruler named the Despot of 
Epirus. It was a privilege to see this ancient beauty.
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A King’s Tomb • Mycenae was impressive enough. This made it even more so. The Treasury of Atreus or Tomb of 
Agamemnon is an impressive beehive-shaped structure buried in a hillside a short walk from the main ruins at 
Mycenae. Constructed during the Bronze Age around 1250 BC and built of huge angled stones, you can see how it 
survived unscathed. The lintel stone above the doorway weighs 120 tons. Standing on the earthen floor of the tomb 
in the musty stillness, you can almost feel the gravity of passing centuries.
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Life After War • Dubrovnik is probably Croatia’s most beautiful city, with its time-defying 
Venetian walls and bright orange-tiled rooftops. We were guided capably through its cobblestone 
streets, churches, and other sites, including the world’s oldest apothecary. Serbs lobbed more 
than 4,000 bombs into the city in the 1990s. It has recovered well. As the Aegean Odyssey 
departed, we watched locals (above) enjoying the sun as the Adriatic lapped the rocks below.
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Mosaic Miracle • Ravenna is not a place most tourists in Italy would visit. It’s an industrial city on the Adriatic 
coast with dozens of unsightly oil rigs just offshore. But it was vitally important in Byzantine times, which is why 
the staggeringly beautiful Basilica of San Vitale is in Ravenna. Completed in 548, the church is most famous for 
its wealth of Byzantine mosaics, the largest and best preserved outside of Istanbul. In the world of Byzantine art, 
San Vitale is the only major church from the period of the Emperor Justinian I to survive virtually intact. We 
found out later that most of the mosaics have been restored, combining original remnants with newer pieces. 
They are nevertheless utterly exquisite, like a vast tapestry of glass and ceramic bits that tell an epic story. 
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Rialto View • We sailed into Venice, our final destination, at daybreak, the sky a pastel peach hue as we entered the Grand Canal. 
There was ample time to wander the city and marvel at its busy water-based way of life. This is the view from the famed Rialto Bridge.
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Power Room • The supreme rulers of the Republic of Venice, called “doges,” lived in the Doges Palace, built on Piazza 
San Marco in the early 1300s. The largest rooms, like this reception hall (above), are huge spaces with fabulously ornate 
ceilings painted by Italian masters, primarily Tintoretto and Paolo Veronese. Venice was a wealthy city of traders for 
centuries. This is the seat of that wealth and the power it bought.
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