FColidmsLafestyle

Danielle Wittman, and her husband David, experience an altogether different
anniversary, but nonetheless romantic, holiday.

When I first set eyes on the Dikti Mountains above Crete’s Lassithi plateau, their majesty astounded me. With peaks in a
blanket of swirling cloud, they towered above the green Lagada valley, dwarfing its whitewashed villages.

Filled with excitement we made our ascent to Avdou village set in the Dikti’s foothills.
Just beyond, alone and peaceful on the hillside, was the charming Hotel Velani.
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lighter work. Both were eager to go, so we
mounted and, with a cheerful wave, we were
offinto the unknown.

After meandering through the olive groves,
the trail begins with an incredible climb
(1000m) through the impressive Gorge of the
Gonies. The horses never tired, although on

Despite his young age he was a fantastic lead
horse; ears pricked forward and leaping
puddles, he cantered happily along the paths.
We made our way to Magoulas and the
Dionyssos taverna, our hotel for the night. We
fed and settled the horses before enjoying a
lovely hot shower. After dinner we checked on
the horses and, as it is always chillier in the

CLIMB (1000M) THROUGH THE IMPRESSIVE GORGE OF THE GONIES.

reaching the tavern in the village of Kera, they
were happy to have their lunch break and a
large bucket of water. David and I indulged in
a tasty meal of slow roasted lamb from the
taverna’s wood oven and a couple of glasses
of their rustic homemade wine (or Mythos
beer in David’s case!). We could have sat and
admired the view for hours but it was soon
time to be off.

Another mammoth climb and we were on the
rim of the Lassithi Plateau with 360° views.
Behind us, you could see through the gorge to
Avdou, and beyond that, the sea. Ahead lay
the Lassithi plateau, and the donkey path that
guides you down. The donkey path was once

the only route onto the plateau; it is very rocky

and can only be negotiated on foot whilst

leading the horses.

Fantastic flat ground roads lay ahead of us
between the furrowed plots and plantations
and the horses let us know they were keen on
a faster pace. Therefore, without further ado, |
touched Hermes’ sides and we were off.
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mountains and rain was forecast overnight, we
rugged them up in rain sheets and wished
them goodnight.

Next morning, with the sun warming us, we
headed east, allowing our trusty steeds a
couple of windfalls, before our ascent into the
Dikti continued. We entered the higher reaches
of the mountains, some [800m above sea
level.

I’m not sure what I expected, but where 1
thought I would find this atmosphere
imposing it was actually liberating; to be alone
in the wilderness, just you, your horse and
nature, is an amazing feeling, and all around
us the mountain teemed with life - birds sang,
insects hummed, and in the distance the gentle
lull of the goat bell. We found water for the
horses and while they drank we watched the
Griffon vultures, part of the largest colony in
Europe, glide eflortlessly acrass the brilliant
blue sky.

After lunch we began our descent and return

to civilisation, riding through small villages.
The horses are a spectacle and everyone
comes out to see them with smiles of pleasure.
Whilst the horses stayed in Milliarado for the
night, we returned to Velani and enjoyed a
delicious dinner of fresh calamari, peppers
stuffed with feta, and tender souvlaki, and not
forgetting the famous Velani salad
for all who visit!

— a must

When we woke the next morning the heavens
had truly opened. As we drove through the
drizzle we suddenly saw a dramatic sight —a
huge mountain of thick white cloud was
running next to us, so fast it was overtaking
the car. Manolis smiled and explained that this
was the “Afoura’ and it was a good sign - his
grandfather always said it was a barrier
against the rain. He was right! When we
reached the horses, the Afoura had circled us
and for the first time that morning, the rain
had stopped. Quickly we fed, groomed and
tacked up. Alas, no sooner had we mounted,
the Afoura passed over and the rain began
again in earnest. Within minutes, David and |
were soaked to the skin despite rain gear. It
wasn’t cold though, and the horses actually
benefited from the absence of strong sun.
They were keen and on their toes so we were
able to move quickly through the olive groves.
Our belongings were wrapped in plastic bags '
and we had rain sheets for the horses. The
weather was spectacular — great bolts of
lightning and deafening cracks of thunder
reverberated around the hillsides. We felt very
small in this wet wilderness, but the sense of
adventure heightened tenfold.




instant the rain stoppcd In eratokampo we
fed the horscs and put on their wsy rain sheets

That night we sat by the sea and dmed on '
succulent fresh fish.

| We were f‘aéing the longest ”ride the following
day so decided to have an early night.

| Around 3am David woke me, “Did you hear

that?” The wind was up and we listened in the

darkness. Suddenly the urgent, shrill cry of
. Hermes was heard on the wind. We threw on
. ourclothes and rushed out. My heart was
. thumping as we ran into the yard panicking at
what we might find. As soon as he saw us,
Hermes calmed down. He came up to me and
'~ puthis nose under my arm, hiding his eyes.
Dayid puL an arm dmund his mck and FHermes

again, and lhcn returned to the hotel.
Unfortunately, on reaching the hotel, we
realised that, in our rush, we had left the key in

drdnk deeply hns w1fe came out wnh gla

- water 101 us and some dclxc:ous little cakcs too'

, Time and' timc-again we weie struck b'y
people’s generosity and goodwill. With a
simple "Yaasas’ even the surliest of muunmm

shepherds would crack a smile and return the
greeting. After lunch we plckcd up thc pace
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i Following the mountain paths, with the
 Lagada Valley stretched out to our left, we
:enjoyed“{he last few ‘tinkles? ot the goat

 bells: Hermes led the ﬁnal canter home and

David and I felt sad that our epic adventure

. had ended. Hermes and Artemis had been our

perfect companions on this trip. They both
had an amazing work ethic, but also

appreciated a cuddle and responded well to
 praise. It was hard to say goodbye to them,

but good to know they would now enjoy a
well- dc%wcd rest.

| WHILST GOATS SKIPPED ON THE MOUNTAIN ABOUE OUR HEADS.

and enjoyed many: long, fast canters through
the olive groves. Tired but happy, we met
Sabine just outside Arkalochori, the biggest
village of the ride. A long soak in the bath with
a good book was just the ticket that night, and
more delicious Cretan fare, courtesy of Velani,
stood us in good stead for the last day.

The final ride was through scenic rolling

countryside and again allowed for some

For anyone wanting a unique riding holiday
you simply cannot do better than this trail.
The freedom and responsibility of being
alone in the wilds with your horse is
unbeatable and it is certainly an anniversary
we will never forget! All experiences are
heightened when riding unguided and you
finish every day with a great sense of
achievement. It was a truly extraordinary
adventure and [ am so grateful {o Sabine and
Manolis that they should offer such a rare
and rewarding experience.

LASSITHI TRAIL

nly for intermediate or experienced riders,

this adventurous trail of 100 miles takes

you through the remote mountains and
friendly villages of Crete. There is an unguided tralil
option anytime for experienced riders able to care
for their own horses. In this case you are equipped
with maps and route descriptions and the trail is
already clearly marked. Guided trails take place
once a month. This truly is an opportunity to
explore another culture on good horses with
secure back up. The countryside lends itself to
good riding with many dirt tracks winding through
olive groves and mountains.

Unguided Lassithi Trail: £905p.p. in 2010 (based
on 2 people sharing) Dates to suit throughout the
year excluding July and August (due to heat)

For further information contact Unicorn
Trails Ltd by phone 01767 600 606, email
sales@unicorntrails.com or visit
www.unicorntrails.com
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