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CHAPTER 1

CLIMBING THE MOUNTAIN OF

MYTH



The mountain hides its secrets in the afternoon, its heights cloaked in swirling clouds. Fog coats the mountain like a mystery, drifting in from the nearby Thermaic Gulf. But come sunrise, Mount Olympus is boldly revealed. Its sheer wall of folded brown-gray limestone, crowned with many snow-tipped peaks, seems to bridge the sea and the sky.

It’s not hard to imagine why ancient Greeks believed Mount Olympus was the home of their gods. As the old myths tell it, Zeus, the king of the gods, held court with his royal family atop the mountain’s highest peak. Clouds and mist kept their throne room, the Pantheon, shrouded from the view of the humans below. Yet from their high perch, they also kept a close eye on the ancient Greeks, ready to help—or do harm—as they pleased. To stay on Zeus’s good side, the Greeks built a village, Dion, in the foothills of Olympus. In the fifth century BCE, the feet of holy men wore a path between the village and the foothills as they brought gifts to honor Zeus. But could mortals reach this mountain of myth? No one knows if the men of Dion dared climb to the top to meet Zeus face to face.
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The village of Litochoro, tucked into the foothills of Mount Olympus.
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Ruins at the ancient sanctuaries of Dion


Legends and historical attempts are intertwined when discussing the ascent of Mount Olympus. While there are no records to confirm the attempts by figures like Sultan Mehmet IV or Edward Richter, the mountain indeed posed a significant challenge until the early twentieth century. It wasn’t until August 2, 1913, that the mountain saw its first recorded summit by Christos Kakalos, along with author and art historian Daniel Baud-Bovy and photographer Frédéric Boissonnas (both of them Swiss), marking a notable moment in the history of mountaineering.

After bidding farewell to his companions, the experienced and enthusiastic Kakalos continued to explore Mount Olympus, eventually becoming the mountain’s most celebrated guide. Over the years, he successfully led numerous expeditions to its various peaks, greatly contributing to the mountaineering legacy of Olympus.

In 1915, the enchanted Boissonnas published a book of breathtaking photos he had taken on his travels to Greece. His photograph Olympus, the Pantheon (1913) captured the magic and mystery of this famous mountain. Europeans were inspired to see it for themselves. With Kakalos as the mountain’s first official guide, the tiny village of Litochoro soon hosted a steady stream of tourists looking to climb to the throne room of the gods. Rumor has it that the village was so grateful to Kakalos that the restaurant owners let him eat for free for the rest of his life.2
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Frédéric Boissonnas, 1891


Now, ten thousand hikers climb Mount Olympus each year, drawn by its history and natural beauty. They aren’t necessarily thrill-seekers or mountaineers. Though at 9,573 feet (2,918 meters), it is the highest mountain in Greece, and the second highest in the Balkan Peninsula— next to Musala in Bulgaria (9,596 feet/2,925 meters)—this mountain goes unlisted in books of the world’s highest peaks. Olympus’s height is nowhere near that of Asia’s Mount Everest, the world’s tallest mountain at 29,035 feet (8,850 meters). Even in Europe, the loftier Alps present more technically challenging climbs, especially France’s Mont Blanc, the highest peak on the continent at 15,781 feet (4,810 meters).
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Olympus, the Pantheon



Instead, any reasonably fit person can hike Mount Olympus’s many trails without special equipment. The main trail on Mount Olympus is a continuation of the E4, a long-distance hiking route specially designed to take outdoor enthusiasts through some of the most scenic remote areas of continental Europe. The final ascent from Skala peak to Mytikas, on the Kaka Skala (“Evil Staircase”) trail, is rated Class 3 on the Yosemite Decimal Scale, a climb up a steep, exposed area that requires handholds and extra safety precautions for climbers. Though this trail does not require a rope, it is also not for the faint of heart. Its steep, natural limestone staircase is surrounded by thousand-foot drops into the fog below. Perhaps because of its popularity with inexperienced climbers, Mount Olympus has the highest accident rate among Greek mountains.3
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A runner makes his way along the main trail.


Mount Olympus’s visitors represent only a tiny fraction of the over thirty million tourists that visit Greece each year. These brave campers enjoy a special glimpse at the heart of Greece’s history and culture, like a secret tucked away from the bustling cities and partying coasts. From the mountains came Greece’s ancestors: the Mycenaeans, the Macedonians, and the Balkan peoples. From the mountains come the flavors of Greece, where rosemary, oregano, and thyme grow wild and sheep and goats climb. From the mountains comes Greece’s warm and welcoming culture, a hospitality born from the need to survive. From the mountains came Greece’s independence, where freedom fighters hid from the Ottoman Empire and plotted a day when their country would be free. But most famously, from the mountains came the stories of ancient Greece, myths of heroic deeds and epic betrayals that have enchanted humankind for over 3,000 years. At the heart of these stories—at the heart of all of Greece—is Mount Olympus.




A Sky-High Name

From where did the name Olympus come? Some historians suggest the word may come from prehistoric languages no longer spoken in Greece where it once meant “sky” or “power of the gods.” Perhaps Olympus once meant “mountain,” since ancient Greeks seemed to give the name to just about every mountain in sight.4 Peaks known as “Olympus” existed in the southeastern Greece region of Attica, in the Peloponnese peninsula in Greece’s southwest, on islands in the Aegean Sea, and even as far away as Turkey and the Black Sea. Many of these names persist into modern times. The Greek island of Cyprus still boasts an impressive Mount Olympus (elevation 6,404 feet/1,952 meters). But, over time, the Greeks agreed that the mythological home of their gods could only be on their country’s highest mountain.

As Greece’s culture spread beyond its borders, so too did the name of their most famous mountain. The United States has two Mount Olympuses, one (elevation 7,980 feet/2,432 meters) in Washington State, and one (elevation 9,030 feet/2,751 meters) in Utah. New Zealand’s Mount Olympus (6,880 feet/2,096 meters) hosts a popular ski resort. And when NASA’s Mariner 9 space probe visited Mars, it sent home pictures of the largest volcano in the solar system. What name could possibly fit a mountain three times taller than Mount Everest? Of course, NASA’s astronomers named it Olympus Mons.
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Olympus Mons on planet Mars
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CHAPTER 2

GEOGRAPHY AND

ENVIRONMENT



An old Greek joke: When God created the Earth, he took all the good soil and shook it through a sieve, sprinkling it equally over all the countries of the world. When all the soil was gone, the sieve still rattled with rocks left behind. Shrugging, God threw the rocks over his shoulder. Where they landed became the mountains and islands of Greece.

Greece is one of Europe’s most mountainous countries, with hills and mountains comprising nearly 80 percent of its landscape. The mountain ranges were primarily formed between 45 and 20 million years ago, during significant tectonic activities when the African tectonic plate collided with the Eurasian Plate. This collision helped shape not only Greece’s mountainous terrain but also influenced other mountainous regions across Mediterranean Europe, including the Alps and the Pyrenees. The African Plate continues to move toward the Eurasian Plate at an average rate of about an inch each year, contributing to ongoing geological dynamics in the region. Even this tiny motion slowly, steadily crunches rock and lifts Greece’s mountains ever higher. The tiny plate motion also produces the earthquakes that rock Greece on a regular basis. One struck Athens in 1999, killing 143 people and injuring over 1,000. When a large earthquake shook the Aegean Sea on July 9, 1956, it generated a tsunami that threatened the entire region.1
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The 600-year-old Holy Trinity Monastery perches atop a 1,300-foot (400-meter) rock tower in Meteora.


Most of Greece’s lofty peaks belong to the Pindus Range, Greece’s major mountain chain. Sometimes known as Greece’s spine, the Pindus Mountains run parallel to Greece’s western coastline from its northern borders with the countries of Albania and Macedonia, south to Greece’s Peloponnese peninsula. The same mountain range even continues out to sea, its peaks poking out of the water to make many of the Aegean Islands.
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Topography of Greece, Turkey, and the Baltic Peninsula


Mount Olympus is located in northeastern Greece and is part of the Olympus Range. The mountain itself rises as a high ridge, tipped with 52 peaks, taking up an area of nearly 200 square miles (500 square kilometers) between the boundary between the Greek regions of Thessaly and Central Macedonia. Its northern side, facing Central Macedonia, is its most severe, with steep slopes that separate sharp ridges from deep canyons. Clouds that gather over the north face create twelve times as many thunderstorms as anywhere else in Greece. In ancient times, this stormy nature surely fed the mountain’s reputation as Zeus’s throne room.2 The eastern face’s gentler slopes, weathered by many small streams, make it the more popular choice for hiking trails. Because the coast of the Thermaic Gulf lies at sea level less than 10 miles (16 kilometers) away, Mount Olympus’s foothills are very low, giving the mountain a very large prominence— one of the largest in Europe. They make the mountain seem taller than it actually is.

The weather in Greece’s mountains seems wild and extreme compared to the predictable, mild weather of the more densely populated coasts. Thanks to their Mediterranean climate, Greece’s coasts experience over 250 sunny days every year. Hot, dry summers in these lowlands give way to a handful of cool, wet days in winter. Greece’s mountains take the sea air and chill it, squeezing out its moisture as fog, rain, or snow. Though Greece is too sunny for true glaciers to form, peaks higher than 6,500 feet (1,982 meters) keep their snow-dusted tops from September until the end of May. Mount Olympus itself can receive over 22 feet (7 meters) of snow in the winter.3 On occasional years, its highest peak, Mytikas, can remain snow-covered year-round, but much of the mountain’s snow pack melts in July and August.

Greece’s mountains provide important resources—and jobs—to the country. The enormous heat and pressure of mountain building turns earth materials into rich and useful resources. From the iron deposits throughout Greece came the metal that made ancient life possible, with pots and pans, plows, and swords. Philip II of ancient Macedon became fabulously wealthy from gold mines of northern Greece.4 Marble quarries near Mount Olympus produced Verde Antico, the bleached white stone with gray and green veins that continues to be prized throughout the world. Today, Greece is a global leader in producing huntite and perlite. Huntite is a special mineral that helps make plastics safer by making them less flammable. Perlite is a type of volcanic glass that, when heated, expands and is used to insulate homes and
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