Athens Survival Guide

Basics

· Study at City University in Athens (http://www.cityu.gr/)
· Classes taught in English
· Live in off-campus apartments within walking distant of campus
· Dates:
· Fall semester: Mid-September through Mid-December
· Spring Semester: Mid-March through late June
· GPA requirement: 2.6
· Currency: Euro
· 3-week orientation introduces students to Athens and includes excursions and a 3-credit course
· The Greece orientation is probably the best of all BCA programs and is often students’ favorite part of their trip. All excursions are included in tuition, so you get to see some of the most beautiful and historical sites in Greece without using additional spending money. Some of the sights include Meteora (monasteries built on top of huge rock formations/mountains), Olympia, Delphi (the site of the Pythian games – precursor to the Olympics), the ancient city of Sparta, and one of the most beautiful places you’ll ever see – Monemvasia (a beautiful medieval fortress on a small peninsula, surrounded by the Aegean Sea).
· Need a Greek visa

Accommodations

· Apartments are located in center city near the Hilton Hotel. It takes about 20-25 minutes to walk to school, but if you’re running late, the metro is right down the street from the apartments. 
· Internet is not provided in the apartments, but sometimes you can pick up a wireless signal from local businesses. You can also access the internet in the computer lab at school anytime from 9am-9pm. 
· The first time you’ll go grocery shopping will be an adventure (everything is in Greek!) But the more you’ll learn from trial-and-error and in Greek class, the easier it will be. Small grocery shops are within 5 minutes from the apartments. We mostly used ABC (ask Aphrodite). There is a large grocery store called Carrefour, but it’s a bit farther. You might want to take a trip to Carrefour in the beginning for toiletries, etc. as it also functions as a Wal-Mart-type retailer. 
· When you get your food stipend, the best thing to do is to go right to open markets where you can get CHEAP produce, cheese, nuts, meat, eggs, and specialties. The largest is the central market, which is close to school (Fridays are the best because there are more vendors, but its there all the time). There are also smaller markets on certain days in other districts. 
· If you budget right, you can eat cheap (food is reasonable) and use your food stipend for traveling or shopping! But I wouldn’t recommend what the boys in our group did – they ate pasta like 4 times a week and still can’t look at the stuff now. 
· There are no laundry machines in the apartments, so you either have to wash your clothes in the tub or use a laundry mat, which gets expensive. I recommend doing half-and-half. If you wash the whole time in the tub, your clothes get gross after awhile. The cheapest laundry mat we found is on the same street as the one apartment (on the street where the restaurant Cross is located – go there, its delicious.) Just keep walking down until you find it on the left. They also give student discounts. We brought our clothes in our suitcase for drop-off and pick-up (they do it all for you – even fold!).

Going Out

· Going out to eat in Athens is really not that expensive at all compared to America. Plus you don’t have to tip more than some loose change. Our favorite place to eat was in the Monastiraki area. Mostly all of the restaurants have outdoor seating along the street and are one right after another. Plaka is another great spot with quaint shops, restaurants and bars. There’s one cool bar with lit-up colored bottles lining the walls (you’ll know it when you see it). They sell flavored liquor, and if you ask for samples you can get a bunch free!
· There are a lot of clubs in Athens! A great one is called Spirit down in Monastiraki (where many of the clubs are). On Wednesday nights they have Samba dancing, and this professional Samba dancer comes and teaches you some moves and it’s a blast. Another popular one is called Envy, but it’s a little harder to get into. There is a cover charge (sometimes girls get in free). Don’t even bother going in a group of guys because you won’t get in.
· There are a lot of great bars in Athens! Just go explore. If you’re a bit homesick, there some bars that remind you of home, like Mike’s Irish Bar. We always went to Karaoke there (Want a good laugh? Watch Greek people sing classic American rock songs). Right near the apartments is a dinky little bar called the Ploughman. Also a good time. 
· We frequently went out to cafes at night just to sit and have a coffee or drink, as the cafes serve as bars too. One amazinggg spot is Thissio where outdoor cafes line the street with a perfect view of the Acropolis lit up magnificently at night. You will never get sick of this. (Oh, also, if you can find it there’s one café, probably one of the biggest, with to-die-for waffles and ice cream. You may become addicted.)
· Crepes are big in Greece, who knew? There’s a 24-hour place near the apartments, but the most delicious I had was from a little place near the Monastiraki metro (On Athinas street, I believe?) with Parisian decorations. Yum. 



Miscellaneous

· American carriers charge you your left arm in cell phone minutes abroad, so don’t bother going that route. I brought my American cell phone in case I needed to reach home for important things like letting my family know I arrived safely. Some students buy Greek cell phones when they arrive for communication in Athens (you can’t use them to call home), or you can try buying one off someone who went the semester before. However, you have to buy minutes and they’re still very expensive compared to American plans. For calling home, we bought phone cards at the kiosks and called from payphones on the street. It’s a pain, but if you shop around for a good card, you can get almost 2 hours of calling time for just €5.
· Once you learn the basics in Greek like hello, thank you, excuse me, etc., it is polite to use them even though everyone will know you’re American.
· Before you leave, check to see if your bank charges you for withdrawals. If so, check to see if you can open another bank account that doesn’t charge, such as PSECU. You will get annihilated in surcharges if not. 
· Get accustomed to the websites of discount travel airlines/hostels before going so you know the fees involved and who is the most reasonable. Ryanair is great, but they have bag-check fees so be careful (same with JetBlue). Hostelworld is a great hostel website, and you can book right online. 
· A good website for researching places to go in Greece is www.greeka.com 

Packing

· Lots of sunscreen!
· If you go in the fall, it will be very hot in the beginning until mid October, and the reverse for the spring semester. So bring sunscreen, your bathing suit, sunglasses, a beach towel, etc. for traveling to the islands or the beach in Athens. However, believe it or not, it does get cold in Greece! (Probably comparable to our March). So make sure you also pack fall/winter clothes as well, and a jacket. 
· Aphrodite sometimes forgets that Americans usually eat breakfast a lot earlier than Europeans, so get a few snacks in case she’s on a roll until much after lunchtime.
· You may want to bring certain products that you’re attached to and aren’t sure you can get in Greece, like face wash, contact solution, etc. It may be easier to just bring important items and buy the heavier things like shampoo, conditioner, and lotion when you arrive (bring travel sized until you can make it to the store). Products that are expensive in Greece: tampons and deodorant! 
· Camera and batteries/chargers
· Electrical Converters/Adapters
· Sneakers and hiking clothes for trips. You’ll use these a lot during orientation.
· American straighteners and curling irons seemed to be okay when hooked up through a converter, but almost all our hairdryers blew. Some of the girls in our apartment split the cost of a hairdryer when we got there and shared it. You can get one for around €20.
· It is a good idea to buy those space bags that have a vacuum seal to pack your clothes in as they save a TON of space in your suitcase. This will especially be important on the way home when you are trying to bring home all the gifts, souvenirs, etc. that you bought
· Bandaids, ointment, motrin, decongestant, Imodium, and anything else you can think of
· Pictures from home for your room
· General school stuff – a notebook, pens, pencils, etc.
· A backpack that can double for school and traveling (I used mine all the time) 
· Europeans never wear sweatpants in public. If you try going out in them, people will think you’re homeless. Make sure you always wear at least jeans out so you don’t scream AMERICAN, but bring enough sweatpants for lounging in the apartment.
· All of the documents BCA recommends (Passport, ID, copies of ID, letters from school, etc.)
· Umbrella, especially if you’re going in the fall because the rainy season is November
· The apartments come with sheets/comforters. I packed a set of my own sheets and bought a pillow when I got there (pillows are space hogs in your suitcase). 

Transportation
· Metro tickets are .80 Euro cents each, or a monthly pass costs about $40 Euros. The monthly pass is worth it (I think) because when you go out, many of the bars and restaurants in Monastiraki, etc. are farther. And you might not always feel like walking to school, especially if you’re just going to use the internet for a bit. (Bummer: You’ll hear rumors about a student discount on the monthly pass, but it’s only for Greek students.)
· The metro goes all the way to the airport, which is really nice and a lottt cheaper than taking a taxi. It costs about 6 Euros one-way.
· Don’t try to ride the metro without a pass or ride to the airport with a regular .80 ticket. Students have gotten away with it, but have also gotten caught and had to pay about a €50 fine. 
· If you’re out past midnight and you’re farther away from the apartments, you’ll need to get a taxi. Like all cities, Athens taxi drivers are insane. Watch out - some try to rip you off because you’re American. But after a few trips, you’ll know better and can argue with them. 

Random Advice

· One of the reasons some of the exact locations are not named in this guide because you should go explore the city! Go for a walk. Get on the metro and get off at a random spot. Get lost. You will continually find amazing places hidden in Athens that you just happened upon. I was still exploring my last week in Athens! It never gets old. 
· Some popular spots you should visit in the city (besides the Acropolis and Agora!):
· Lykabettus Hill. You’ll know it when you see it – it sticks up above the rest of the city and you can hike up it or take a lift. If you have enough time, go to the top both during the day and at night for great views of the city.
· Parks like the National Gardens and others
· The Archeological Museum of Athens. You’ll need a break from museums after orientation, but this is one you don’t visit as a group and should definitely plan on going later. 
· Sounio is where the Temple of Poseidon is located on the tip of the coast and is beautiful at sunset. It takes about an hour and a half by bus from Athens.
· Make sure you go to the beaches in Athens when it’s warm. There’s a bunch of them!
· Some island basics:
· Santorini – Probably the most well-known Greek island (Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants?), but also incredibly touristy. Its beautiful and definitely worth a visit, but if you’re looking for a more authentic Greek trip, skip this one.
· Mykonos – A party island, great for college kids. Lots of clubs and bars, and you’ll meet great people! Also breathtaking!
· There is a one-day tour of the 3 closest islands to Athens (Aegina, Hydra, Poros). This is great for a Saturday or something when you’re looking for something to do and can be done pretty cheaply.
· My advice is just to research a random island or go into a travel agency and tell them what you’re looking for. There are so many islands that you have endless options! I went with 4 friends to a smaller island called Sifnos that was very much reflective of Greek life. We also shoved all our stuff in one backpack and camped for the weekend, and it was a blast. This is an option on many of the islands – there are campgrounds where you can rent a tent for cheap, and they often have bathrooms and showers. Or you can go to a hostel.
· If you’re up to the challenge, one place you absolutely, positively, must go is Mount Olympus. Hiking it will be one of the most physically demanding things you’ve ever done, but also one of the most incredible. I will never forget our trip, and it was one of my favorite things I’ve done in Greece (or ever!). If you’re a whiner, don’t go. The rest of the group may shove you off the mountain. There’s a charming “refuge” about halfway up (make reservations – we were lucky to get in without them!), with great meals, showers, beds, and a fireplace. Bring your camera and lots of water!
· Have a positive attitude…all the time. Even if your luggage gets lost, or you’re not used to city life, or you’re sick of using the stupid payphones to call your mom, don’t worry about it. You’re in Greece. This will be one of the most incredible highlights of your life. 
· My cousin gave me amazing advice before I left, and it was one of the most valuable I received before leaving. When you see something breathtakingly beautiful, which you will on a constant basis, stare at it for awhile. Close your eyes and try to picture it in your mind. If you can’t remember it exactly, open your eyes again and memorize it until you have a perfect picture to recall when you return home. The times I did this are my most vivid memories.
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