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GOING
GREEK

On Leros: Jack
descending the

370 steps leading
from a Byzantine-
era castle to the

village; ahead, one
of many Greek

Orthodox churches 

We’d always dreamed 
of chartering a luxurious
yacht and sailing the
Mediterranean. But
would eight adults on 
a boat for ten days really
be heavenly or were we
just setting ourselves
up for a Greek tragedy?

B Y  L O U I S A  K A S D O N  S I D E L L

Sailors for most of our lives and owners of a 
62-foot boat that gets plenty of use on the New
England waters near our Cambridge, Massachu-
setts, home, my husband, Jack, and I are no
strangers to the sea—and certainly experienced
enough to know that cruising foreign waters (with
unfamiliar routes, weather patterns and languages)
is too big a challenge to undertake alone. So, to
fulfill our fantasy of sailing the Greek isles, we
would charter a yacht with an experienced crew,
invite some friends and create the trip of our lives.

Jack and I hosted a dinner to introduce the three
other couples we’d asked along—all had sailed with
us, but had never met one another. Everyone hit it
off, and we seemed to all have similar expectations.

Then we began planning. And in the months
that followed, divergent priorities emerged. We
diplomatically traded “Dorothy’s cultural meccas”
(Delos) for “Jack’s party places” (Mykonos) to arrive
at a final itinerary that somewhat pleased every-
one. We decided to rendezvous in Athens 
before setting out to sea and finish with a couple
of nights in Istanbul—but we couldn’t agree about
the best way to get our visas for Turkey. Here or
there? Now or then? With all of the back-and-
forthing, would this careful politeness soon wear
off? Eight opinionated adults who’ve been travel-
ing long enough to know what they want from a
vacation (most of us are in our fifties and sixties)
on a boat for ten days: This—not the unfamiliar
currents and harbors of the Mediterranean—was
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the uncharted territory that started to worry me.
DAYS 1–2 We arrive in Athens the Saturday before Greek
Orthodox Easter Sunday. Most monuments are closed for the
holiday, but we’re able to hit the major sights: the Acropolis,
the Agora, the Pnyx. On Sunday, after a traditional Easter
dinner of roasted lamb at Daphne’s, a chic taverna in the 
Plaka, the busy heart of Athens, we head to bed; we have to be
up by 4:30 A.M. to make our flight to the island of Syros,
where we will meet the Apothéose, a French sloop we’ve char-
tered for the week. 
DAY 3 Alain Lecadre, captain of the Apothéose, picks us up at
Syros’ tiny airport. Bald, fit, tan and very French—he’s a dead
ringer for Yul Brynner. The yacht, which he designed himself,
is pretty impressive: 75 feet long and 18 feet wide amidships,
with four guest staterooms, an airy main salon and dining
room. His wife, Cristina, an Italian double espresso who’s more
vivacious than anyone has a right to be in the morning, is the

first mate and chef. Two young men from South Africa round
out the crew. It’s all so perfect that we keep telling each other
over and over, “Hey! We’re sailing in the Greek Islands!”

After a quick overview of Syros, a non-touristy town with
serpentine streets, we set sail for Mykonos. Dropping anchor
in one of the island’s tiny coves, we have our first on-deck
lunch: a salad with feta, olives and tomatoes; crisp phyllo-
crust pizza; fresh fruit and artisanal goat cheeses that Cristina
serves with a thick guava preserve. I help myself to a second
glass of wine. Our evening is spent wandering in Mykonos. 
DAY 4 In the morning, we take a 20-minute ferry ride to
Delos, a striking contrast to Mykonos. The latter is pure trav-
el poster: white walls, blue sky, upscale boutiques. The for-
mer is barren and uninhabited—but extraordinary: a cerulean
Aegean backdrop, nail-polish-red flowers interspersed with
tumbled columns and bits of broken pottery. It looks as if 
archaeologists have just left for lunch. I suddenly develop an

intense passion to know everything about the island.
Dorothy, our resident art historian, is delighted to elaborate
on the scant paragraphs in our guidebooks. I learn that, ac-
cording to legend, Delos was the birthplace of Apollo and the
center of religious life for several centuries.

When we ferry back to Mykonos, one group peels off to do
more sight-seeing; the more languid faction (myself included)
orders Greek coffees and people-watches until sunset. 
DAY 5 We’re up and en route to Patmos by 8:00 A.M.
Thanks to aggressive winds we slide in just before 5:00 P.M.,
two hours early. We’d welcomed the gusty adventure, but
now we’re all feeling pretty queasy. According to the nautical
weather channel, the gale-force winds are making boats—
even the huge interisland ferries—stay in protected harbors.
We’ll spend more than a night in Patmos—which, with its
white-walled houses, stone passageways and carved granite
arches—isn’t a bad place to be weathered in. 
DAY 6 As we explore the little island, much of our sight-
seeing consists of stopping at the churches that seem to 
be around every twist and turn on every Greek island. It’s

WHO’S ON DECK
The Gillermans: Gerry, an appeals court judge, has
just returned from the International Criminal Tribunal
investigating war crimes in Rwanda. Dorothy is an art
historian and teacher at the Museum School of the
Museum of Fine Arts in Boston.

The Rabkins: Mitch is a Boston-based physician and
professor of medicine at Harvard. Adrienne, 
retired, is a former social worker with a specialty 
in conflict resolution. 

The Isaacsons: John is an executive headhunter who
specializes in high-level searches—and a history buff.
Consuelo, who was raised in Cuba, is a Catholic
activist and healthcare consultant.

The Sidells: Us. Jack is a former bank president, a
dedicated bon vivant and sailor. Me: Louisa, the scribe
who will chronicle this adventure.



taverna called Zorbas and start poking around. After visiting
the requisite number of churches and stopping in a local café
for a drink, we attempt to make our way to the island’s kastro,
the rough-hewn protective castle that, in the Byzantine era,
was built on the highest part of most islands in this part of the
world—and they seem all to have had the same architect. A
toothless old woman surprises me when she gives directions
to the fortress in Italian, a language I actually speak. I learn
later that, for a time, Italians occupied Leros and that Mus-
solini had a summer mansion on the island. We taxi up to the
castle. It’s unbelievably windy at the summit, but the expan-
sive view of the ocean below is amazing. As we mosey down
the winding steps back to the village, we pass the old woman,
who cautions, “Piano, piano” (slowly, slowly). 

Eager to practice what I now know as custom, I wander into
Zorbas’ kitchen to introduce myself to its owner. We become
fast friends, and, together, root through his refrigerator,

check out his wood-burning oven. We nudge the octopus,
thumb the whole fresh snapper—and finally decide we’ll have
a little of everything. Once again, we have the kind of long
leisurely meal that I love.
DAY 8 We’re sailing for Kalymnos and we’re low on fresh
water: Too many Americans taking too many long showers. As
a group, we decide that there’ll be no more until we hit the
next full-service harbor.

We stop in a fjord off the edge of Kalymnos for lunch.
Dorothy and I lounge on the stern, our feet dangling over the
edge, and watch mountain goats rove along the craggy land-
scape. The fishermen who live in the ten or twelve dwellings
on this part of the island are out; we enjoy the peaceful quiet. 

When the sun peeks through the clouds, we flirt with 
the idea of a salt-water swim—then remember the no-
shower rule. But we’re content just to imagine swimming
here, off the coast of this scarcely populated Greek village.
As we sip white wine from our delicate blue-stemmed glass-
es and breathe in the aroma of the lamb chops Alain is
grilling, I think, “I must have done
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curious to note how we, a group representing a smattering of
religious beliefs—Jewish, Catholic, agnostic—approach these
spiritual sites. Consuelo lights a candle and says a prayer at
each. Dorothy isn’t a believer but wants to stop at every
church along the way—the older, the better. The rest of us
stumble along (sometimes grudgingly) with the attitude, “If
you’ve seen one church, you’ve seen them all.” 

On Patmos, the Monastery of St. John the Divine (built
near the site where, as legend has it, St. John wrote the Book
of Revelations) is the main attraction, but spirituality is all
around—and today, so apparently, is serendipity. Browsing in
a marketplace, we run into Stelios and Anne, friends who live

blocks from us in Cambridge. We had no idea they were in
Greece; back home, busy schedules rarely afford us the chance
to get together. They tell us that they’re staying with a friend
nearby and invite us all to a local taverna for dinner. 

Stelios arranges a special meal with the taverna’s owner, then
goes down to the town to buy the octopus and the meat for
the grill: He informs us that in rural Greece, it’s customary for
guests to discuss the menu and inspect its ingredients with the
chef. It’s a fabulously memorable meal—lots of red wine and a
barbecued feast consumed in merry company—and it serves as
a kind of grand finale to our luxurious layover. By morning, the
weather has improved enough that we can sail out of Patmos.
DAY 7 As we make our way to Leros, the winds are still high,
but the waves break as symmetrically as a second-grader’s
drawing of a day at the beach. Adrienne and Consuelo are
asleep below deck. Dorothy and John quiz each other on
Greek and Turkish history. Mitch and Gerry revisit the HMO
crisis. And Jack is at the helm: supremely happy. 

When we arrive on the island, it’s still blowing like hell. We
take the dinghy to the dock, make a dinner reservation at a

Tile border: From the Blue Mosque in Istanbul, Turkey.
Photos, from left: A monastery/chapel in Kalymnos;
Adrienne, a crew member, Alain and Dorothy bundled up for
our gusty sail to Patmos; a protected harbor of Kalymnos;
John and Consuelo relaxing in the cockpit of the Apothéose   
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something very good in this life to de-
serve such a day.”

We anchor at the ferry dock at Vathi, 
a secondary harbor. Vathi is tiny: a few
tavernas, a couple of “supermarkets” (that
seem to sell only tampons and batteries)
and a taxi stand. Theos, a fast-talking
cabbie on a cell phone, offers us the
“Complete Island Tour.” We accept, and
he races up the steep hillside, explaining
that the island is known for oranges, eu-
calyptus and olives. Crossing the moun-
tain’s crest, we enter another world:
Nearly the entire island and its huge
tanker- and ferry-filled harbor is spread
before us. To the right, we can see the
Greek island of Kos; to the left, Turkey. 

There are 365 churches in Kalymnos,
one for every day of the year, Theos tells
us. Thankfully, we’ll only visit a week-
end’s worth. But those of us who have
tired of chapel-hopping have—for better
or for worse—learned to find the humor
in our relentless touring.

We laugh in surprise when, near a
convent, we run into a group of black-
veiled figures bouncing out of a brand-
new white Toyota pickup truck. One nun
is jouncing alongside on a motorbike.

But at another holy place, when the
women among us are asked to slip on
modest full-length skirts over our sailing
pants, the sight of us pretending not to
feel ridiculous in such getups (I’m wear-
ing a brown kilt; Consuelo, an outdated
sunflower print; and Adrienne, a blue-
and-white-striped number) inspires an

uncontrollable fit of the giggles. I escape
into a garden rather than shame myself
with sacrilege in front of the nuns.

Our tour ends with what Theos 
describes as the main attraction of 
Kalymnos—a busy beach with fancy villas
set high on scenic bluffs. I’m glad we’ll
return to sleepy Vathi for the night. It’s
chilly and we’ll be dining alfresco, so we
layer on practically our entire wardrobes.
Gerry has on a pair of Orvis gardening
gloves which, I guess, he brought for sail-
ing. What can we say? We expected
bathing suits and searing sun. 
DAY 9 Today, coincidentally, is Jack’s
birthday. Cristina’s baked a cake, and
Alain’s given him a nautical chart of the
islands and, for part of the sail, control of
the yacht. Jack is so pleased that his face
sunburns in creases. The sea, uneven and
rolling, isn’t so different from the quix-
otic waters of New England he’s used to.
But the harbor of Kos, our next stop, is
tricky. Back in command, Alain maneu-
vers in and out of our dockside slip five
or six times. I admire his precision. 

Kos is warm (for the first time, we’re
wearing shorts) and very touristy. An
open-air bazaar seems to go on for
miles: rows of T-shirts, beach towels and
knickknacks. You can stop by the tree
where Hippocrates supposedly wrote (or
declaimed) his oath. Discos and surf
shops line the streets: It’s a young per-
son’s summer magnet. And it’s a delight-
ful day—until I make the mistake of
calling home from a pay phone to dis-
cover that my 16-year-old daughter has
crashed the car. She is okay, but it is a
sudden dose of reality.

It’s our last night in Greece, and, as the
minutes on these idyllic islands tick away,
reminders of the real world trickle in.
Hints of the tension that I feared from the
start (and which, for the most part, we
managed to brush off) surface. Mitch and
Adrienne are to fly back to Athens—they
aren’t coming with us to Istanbul—and
Gerry, who’s obsessing about visas for
Turkey, wonders aloud if we should ask
them to stay in a hotel so we can leave
tonight and have time in the morning to
purchase the visas from the harbormaster
in Bodrum. Offended, Mitch offers to
sleep on the dock, using his sweatshirt as a
pillow. For a moment, it’s  uncomfortable. 

Food often lightens the mood, so we
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From the first minute we
discussed sailing the Greek
Islands, we knew we wanted to
charter a boat with a captain who
knew the islands, the waters and
the language. So we went directly
to Julie Nicholson of Nicholson
Yacht Charters, Inc., in
Cambridge, Massachusetts.
Nicholson, who’d helped us book
charters for our own boat, has a
stellar reputation for finding
superb yachts all over the world
and represents more than 50
sailboats in the Greek Islands—
ranging from 50 to 150 feet.

Jack described our plans, and
Julie overnighted us brochures for
five or six boats in our price
range, which were available for
the dates we’d chosen. Since we
wanted to see a number of
islands in a week, we’d asked for
at least a 70-footer with enough
sail to keep up to speed—and a
bathroom in every stateroom, so
each couple would have a little
privacy. Jack narrowed our
choices to two, and then the
group decided on the Apothéose
for her layout, her specs, our
itinerary—but, most important,
for the crew. 

In the close quarters of a boat,
a grumpy or unwilling captain or
first mate can ruin the entire

adventure—and we’d heard horror
stories from friends. But Alain
and Cristina seemed to be a
terrific combination of sailing skill
and hospitality, and when we
called their references, they got
rave reviews.

“All captains can sail and sail
safely, but you want to read the
reference letters from prior
charter guests, and even call a
few, before you book the boat,”
counsels Nicholson. 

On a boat like the Apothéose,
you can expect to spend $1,500
and up per person per week. Our
trip, which included seven nights
on board, cost $18,000 (plus a
little extra for wine, alcohol and
tips), divided among four couples.
Nicholson Yacht Charters can be
reached at 800-662-6066 or
www.yachtvacations.com.

Another highly recommended
charter company we uncovered 
in our research is Camper &
Nicholsons International (not
related to Nicholson Yacht
Charters). This business
specializes in large boats (most
are 70 feet and longer). Its Palm
Beach branch handles
Mediterranean excursions. Log on
to its site, www.cnconnect.com,
or contact CNI’s Palm Beach
office, 561-655-2121     —L.K.S.

SETTING SAIL

going greek
continued from page 113



move our conversation to a local restau-
rant, well reviewed in all of our 26
guidebooks—but not yet open for the
season, we discover when we arrive. We
end up in the garden terrace of an Ital-
ian restaurant—thanks to Jack’s loud 
announcement that he’s had his fill of
lamb and green beans. Now I’m miffed:
I’d been hoping for one last moussaka. 

Much as I’ll be sorry to leave the
Apothéose, I’m looking forward to a pri-
vate hotel room. Ten days of together-
ness: I think we all need a break.
DAYS 10–12 The much-discussed
visas are in our hot little hands, and
we’re in a small Muslim village, 45 min-
utes outside of Bodrum, Turkey. The
entire population is engaged in rug
weaving. We watch as one woman works
the loom and, every few rows, compress-
es the dyed wool with a razor. A design
emerges, and I understand why “Orien-
tal” carpets are so expensive. But even
here, a village with no running water,
the “mayor” takes American Express. 

Istanbul, the only city in the world 
to straddle two continents (Asia and 
Europe)—is as exotic as I’d imagined.
Faces in the crowd attest to the histori-
cal immigration of people from all over:
Africa, Russia, Arabia. Silhouettes of an-
cient mosques loom over the beautiful
waters of the Bosporus.

With more than 10 million residents,
the city is hugely crowded, and the traffic,
unreal. I fall in love with the clamor—
and the shopping. Istanbul is home to a
giant covered bazaar, and I spend my af-
ternoons joyously cruising the 4,000
stalls. Three days is not enough for
Turkey; I can’t wait to come back.

Overall, the trip was a thrill, even if
not exactly as I’d imagined it. I’ll admit
that, after ten days of intimacy, I needed
space, but with four couples sharing
close quarters, what can you expect? Will
I do it over again? Maybe with family,
where divergent opinions are par for the
course. But with family, when one starts
complaining too loudly, another can tell
him to put a sock in it and be grateful for
an exhilarating experience—and no per-
manent damage will have been done. ■

Louisa Kasdon Sidell, a frequent contributor
to more, often writes about travel, health
and lifestyle.


