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Travel Greece special

A star of the 1960s, 
this stretch of coast 
has a fresh new look 
that will attract 
today’s glitzy jet set, 
says Ella Buchan 

Idip my toe in gingerly, then
swiftly draw it back. Swirling and
circling below the water’s surface
like tiny, shrunken sharks are
lead-grey garra rufa, or “doctor

fish,” which have a peculiar taste for
dead skin.

On my second attempt, I wade straight
into the middle of the lake, trying not
to think about what’s lurking within
these shallow, brackish waters. Instead,
I focus on what’s above them: the
near-vertical limestone cliffs that wrap 
dramatically around the water; the lone 
lesser kestrel silhouetted against the 
cloudless sky; the sparrow-sized, 
tangerine-coloured dragonfly that flits 
past my nose.

I sense a sandpapery smooch on my 
ankle and lunge into a messy front crawl, 
splashing past a bobbing, chattering 
group of Greek women. Their eyes crinkle 
in brief amusement before they return to 
their conversation.

What would Jackie Onassis make of 
this, I wonder. I’m not sure the former 
first lady, or indeed any of the 1960s
starry set who holidayed here on the 
Athens coast, would have relished having 
their toes nibbled, even if it is a bona fide 
spa treatment. 

Jackie O bathed in Lake Vouliagmeni 
(where I am now), a cavern whose roof 
collapsed circa 320BC, the rock eroded 
by salt water and hot springs. The allure 
of taking these temperate, mineral-
rich thermal waters has drawn people 
for centuries; so too the honeyed sandy 
beaches that lace the coastline south 
of Athens.

The Athens Riviera, which gained
its moniker in the 1950s, wiggles for
40-odd miles from the hectic ferry port
of Piraeus, southwest of Athens, down
to Cape Sounio, where the Temple of 
Poseidon, with its butter-yellow marble 
pillars, keeps watch. In the midcentury 
“golden age of travel”, when those with 
fat wallets and flexible schedules could 
jet around the world in style, this area 
rivalled the Côte d’Azur. Now the Four 
Seasons Astir Palace, which opened last 
summer, is bringing back some of that 
glamour following a two-year renovation 
estimated to have cost about £120m. 

This is the Greek debut of the luxury
chain, which has refurbished Astir 
Palace, once the crowning glory of the 
Astir (“star”) resort complex on the 
pine-clad Vouliagmeni Peninsula, 
which curls into the Aegean just north 
of the lake.

The Astir project was started in 
1954 as part of the postwar Greek 
government’s drive to attract 
tourists and cater for a growing 
Athenian upper class. First came the 
chic daytime hangout Astir Beach, in 
1959, its muscovado-like sand dotted 
with sunbeds and umbrellas. Then, 
two years later, 61 discreet 
bungalows launched the hotel. 

The peninsula is scattered with 
kiosks and cafes, while a short walk in 
either direction leads to sleek 
restaurants perched on the bluffs, and 
public beaches where locals spread their 
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towels and eat grilled seafood
at open-sided tavernas.

For two decades, this was
the place to see and not be
seen, provided you could
afford it. Members of the
Athenian elite booked up the

bungalows and Hollywood
followed suit.
Joan Collins, Charlton Heston,

Tony Curtis, Sean Connery, Jane 
Fonda... all came for the seclusion.

Both Jimmy Carter and Nelson Mandela 
slept in the Presidential Suite at Arion, 
which opened in 1967 as the resort’s
first hotel building, followed by Nafsika
in 1980.

Frank Sinatra darted through the 
kitchens to escape fans. Brigitte Bardot 
allegedly employed a lookalike to 
sunbathe for the cameras while she 
ordered room service. And the shipping 
magnate Aristotle Onassis — known as 
a big tipper and a loud laugher — was 
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Many have returned to find out
what’s changed — and the answer 
is, quite a bit. The main buildings, 
Arion and Nafsika, have new
bars and restaurants — Mercato, 
an Italian trattoria with a huge
sea-view terrace, and the
seafood-focused Pelagos. The 
suites have been overhauled, with 
marble bathrooms, marshmallowy 
beds and contemporary Greek 
artwork. The main pool has sprouted 
an olive grove, with trees in planters 
dotted around the water. It probably 
didn’t have underwater speakers in
the 1960s. Nor did Bardot have her 
sunscreen applied in a computerised 
booth, which coats bodies in a fine mist 
similar to a tanning spray.

Yet there’s a distinctly 1960s vibe to 
much of the decor, including the gold
and pink accents in the cocktail lounge. 
The cigar bar, Aristotle’s, pays homage to 
Onassis, while the waterside Taverna 37 
remains in its original spot, serving 
classics such as saganaki (baked prawns
in a rich tomato and feta stew) and sea 
urchin, which dissolves softly and saltily 
on the tongue.

The bungalows, still in their original 
shells, are most redolent of that golden 
era. The interiors have had a plush 
makeover, while the black-and-white 
awnings over the huge terraces are new 

(if decidedly retro). A few have
private infinity pools, which
wasn’t a thing in the 1960s.

Amid the pines, and away from
the hotel’s pools, restaurants and
general bustle, the bungalows

are soothing retreats in a blue
and grey palette that complements

the Aegean. 
I follow a path scattered with pine

cones down to a deserted beach (the 
hotel has three) and wade into the 
shimmering teal water as a blood-orange 
sun seeps into the sea. A school of small 
fish casts wriggly shadows on the sandy 
seabed. They don’t seem remotely 
interested in my feet, which is probably 
just as well. (Though I eventually gave in 
to the garra rufa and their ticklish kisses.) 

The cool dusk air sharpens the scents
of jasmine, sage and pine. The coast’s 
glitzy past feels just a whisper away. 
There’s no question that the Athens 
Riviera has star quality — and now it’s 
ready to shimmy into the spotlight again.

Ella Buchan was a guest of Four Seasons 
Astir Palace, where doubles start at £365,
B&B (fourseasons.com/athens). Aegean 
flies to Athens from Heathrow, Edinburgh 
and Manchester 

5 THINGS I’VE LEARNT
FROM HOLIDAYING 
IN GREECE

1 Life is what’s 
happening right now
Greeks gave the world 
mathematics, medicine... 
and mindfulness. Or, at 
least, their spin on it:
live for the moment. 
Whether it’s pausing to 
sink a few ouzos or the 
chatty yiayiades who sit in 
doorways, watching the world go
by, Greeks have an admirable knack
of embracing the “now” without 
sweating the “now what?” 

2 Pull up a chair
Sunday lunches stretch until sunset, 
with plates slung in the middle, 
heaped high with grilled meats, wild 
greens, crusty bread and fishy dips. 
Conversations are stoked by endless 
jugs of house wine as latecomers
pull up chairs and tuck in. Greece is
a foodcentric society where the 
collective eclipses the individual. 

3 You can have as good a time on 
€10 as on €100
During the financial meltdown, did 
Greeks stay home on their sofas and 
lick their wounds? Of course not. 
Nothing short of death will stop a 
Greek going out. Being seen “out” is
a matter of pride; staying connected 
with friends is as essential as 
breathing. Cash-strapped Greeks 
make a round last all night in the spirit 
of “life is tough, might as well enjoy it”.

4 Chaos reigns
Our Anglo-Saxon need to 
overschedule baffles Greeks. They are 
masters of chaos theory, and 
spontaneity rules Greek culture. They 
will RSVP your kid’s party that 
morning, then pitch up with two extra 
siblings in tow, or ditch a dinner 
engagement en route when they run 
into someone they know. On the plus 
side, they excel under pressure. 
Remember the Athens Olympics?
You could still smell the wet paint.

5 You’re never too old to let your 
hair down
Greeks are wonderfully age-blind. 
There’s no “compulsory retirement 
age” for hitting the town. Middle-aged 
Athenians roll out of bouzouki venues 
at dawn. Old dogs stake out rembetika 
dives in the same squares as gen-Z 
barflies. Greece feels eternal. And, 
because public drunkenness is 
socially taboo, they do it without the 
wheels falling off.

Amanda Dardanis 
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a regular guest with his wife, Jackie O. 
Apparently this is where his daughter, 
Christina, learnt to waterski as a teenager. 

Barack Obama was the hotel’s last 
celebrity guest before it closed for a
much-needed refurbishment in 2016. 
“Talk to any Athenians and they’ll tell
you a story about this place,” says Melissa 
Zormpa, a member of the marketing 
team. “Their grandma stayed here, their 
parents worked here, they used to come 
to the beach...”
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