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    Aphordakos


    
      Aphordakos, great George: your hollow face


      outcuts the wind, eagle nose discovers


      lilies and painted saints. Between the squared


      blocks of Minoan walls you find a place

    


    
      for shards others would pocket. Aphordakos,


      your mind hawks the hills, skims the rocks,


      strung like a bow aimed for a shadowed peak.


      Share your heights with me, great aegagros.

    

  


  
    
  


  Upcountry Village:

  Kritsa Interlude


  
    ‘The lines are fallen unto me in pleasant places; yea, I have a goodly heritage.’


    Psalm 16

  


  
    We sit under Argyro’s tree, eating oranges – young and old, women and men, children, dogs and cats. Everyone in Kritsa knows Manolis and Argyro Tzanakis, and everyone in the place is bound to come down the road and into the Tzanakis garden sooner or later, for Argyro is one of those entirely open-hearted people around whom village life and social interaction revolve. Argyro sits in the leafy shade with a basket of oranges in her lap, a plastic bowl of potatoes on the table beside her, peeling and peeling, dispensing advice, lending an ear, giggling, commiserating, upbraiding. Scribbling opposite her, I imagine that the whole world will eventually drop in on Argyro for a cup of coffee or a glass of sweet spring water, if only one waits long enough under the lemon trees. I am trying out lines for a poem, one of a run that began back in Orino. It is as if the news from Rockingham Press has kicked open a blocked-up door and all these ideas are coming charging through.

  


  Although I arrived yesterday my feet still ache, and I have carried out a damage inspection of them. Left foot: bruise under little toenail (now blue); abrasion above Achilles tendon; blisters on inside front heel, on ball of foot behind second toe, on outside of big toe. Right foot: bigger Achilles abrasion (strip of Compeed plastic skin on this); four separate rub-marks round ankle; blisters on ball of fourth toe, on tip of third toe. Both feet rather shiny and red. Soles: yellow carapace forming, goat-scented, rubbery to the touch.


  
    Argyro peeling oranges


    
      Under a lemon tree Argyro peels


      oranges. Friends encircle her, leaning


      from blue chairs. Her little sharp knife pares


      circlets of oily skin. Lengthening curls

    


    
      of gossip swing. Efficiently she snips


      the pitted ends, strips white pith, laughs


      like a young girl. Now the talk digs


      down to the pips. The black knife chops,

    


    
      segments split onto the wicker tray


      to sweeten talk. Argyro rocks and nods,


      peels and shares, glancing from face to face,


      her tongue-tip in her lips, calm as a tree.

    

  


  I open my paperback book of psalms to see if the Psalmist is in tune with my mood of lazy contentment. He is not. In fact his poem for today is an absolute torrent of self-abasement. ‘I am a worm, and no man; a reproach of men, and despised of the people. All they that see me laugh me to scorn: they shoot out the lip, they shake the head …’ He finds himself beset round by strong bulls of Bashan, ravening like lions with gaping mouths. ‘I am poured out like water,’ cries the wretched man, ‘and all my bones are out of joint: my heart is like wax; it is melted in the midst of my bowels. My strength is dried up like a potsherd; and my tongue cleaveth to my jaws; and thou hast brought me into the dust of death.’


  There have been mornings when I have felt like that, too, but not this one. I turn away from the worm in the dust and luxuriate in the smugness of sloth.


  What a pleasure it is to have a shower that’s warm and all-over, to wash all my clothes properly instead of dunking them in a cold sink, to sleep in a clean, sweet-smelling room. Why have I never properly appreciated this sort of thing before? What a delicious, guilty pleasure it is to have nothing whatsoever to do. Oughtn’t I to be at my desk, at my computer, at my worrying and scurrying? I can’t remember the last time I allowed myself just to waste a day. And here I am, doing it. Better not even look at what that stern moralist the Psalmist has to say about the idle. He is bound to threatening me with being broken like a potter’s sherd, or cast out in the dirt. I kick back, stretch and luxuriate in wicked idleness. There’s plenty of lazing still to be done before I saunter into town this evening and check out who’s around. There are friends I’ve been looking forward to seeing, first and foremost George Aphordakos.


  


  I’d come to Kritsa five or six years before, at the instigation of Charis Kakoulakis. ‘Big village, Christopher – friendly people,’ Charis had said, ‘and one very special man, George Aphordakos, a policeman, a runner of the hills. George will show you all places of the mountains. He is aegagros, a wild goat of Crete.’


  Mountaineers are the epitome of the masculine hero in Crete, and they come in two dimensions. There is the traditional palikare or strongman champion with a great black beard, his chunky figure encased in tight black shirt, capacious breeches and long leather boots. You can see him in any village on fly posters advertising itinerant musicians. Such men love to present themselves in this image, slung about with bandoliers, one fist enveloping a lyra, the other doubled on their hip, a sariki or fringed headband twisted about their fiercely-knitted brows, gazing heroically towards a mountainous horizon. In contrast stands the lightly-made, athletic aegagros or mountain goat type, all sinews and hollows. He might not be able to fell a bear with a blow, but he can leap tirelessly from crag to pinnacle where your palikare would struggle and sweat to follow.


  George Aphordakos is a classic aegagros. I am probably more of a vouvaloi, a buffalo. Somehow we hit it off, to the point where George would take me out for long days hiking in the mountains from which I would return with scrub scratches on my shins, Pleistocene dwarf hippopotamus teeth in my pocket and green ends to my fingers. George climbs mountains like the wind, pock-pock-pock from ledge to ledge, a hardback tome of Byzantine iconography in his hand, a flower book and a bird book in his pack. Out with George you pinch every herb you pass and sniff your fingertips, you truffle for fossils and Venetian frescoes, you grub up painted shards of pottery last seen by Minoan eyes. George’s eagle glance picks out these things; his bony finger points you to them. When he has finished thoughtfully turning the rim of a 4,000-year-old vase in his hand, he gently reinserts it between the same two stones of the terrace wall from which he has retrieved it – such treasures, however tempting, belong to Crete, and are to be left in the field for the pleasure and instruction of some future wanderer.


  In George’s company during that first sojourn in Kritsa, and despite the fact that his English vocabulary had consisted of two phrases – ‘Problem!’ and ‘No problem!’ – I had my antennae finely tuned, my eyes and ears well and truly opened. One day we climbed to the Dorian city of Lato, high in the saddle of twin hilltops a little north of Kritsa. By the time we had trudged the slopes of thyme, oregano, sage and rosemary, my hands smelt like those of a herbalist. ‘Minoic!’ grinned George, on his knees before a bush of wild olives growing in the shade of a wall. Cousin to the olives found uncorrupted after three millennia in the well at Kato Zakros, this primitive crop tastes tough and bitter, the thin little fruits hard to spot among leaves like slips of privet. Higher up we struck a cobbled kalderimi, which led to the gates of Lato. Walking between the massive stone blocks of the entrance and on up the stepped main street, glancing from side to side into the depths of grey stone rooms that sheltered olive presses, corn-grinding querns and cisterns unused since before the birth of Christ, I wished, as so often, I could speak better Greek. Later on in my travels around Crete I would learn the outlines of the island’s wild and extraordinary history. But for now George Aphordakos, halting in the shrine of Artemis between the peaks and turning to me eagerly with a book in his hand and a whole mouthful of explanations, could only smile and shake his head in wry frustration before murmuring his catch-all mantra: ‘Problem!’


  


  When the palaces of the Minoans came crashing down in flames, it did not signal the immediate and final end of that sunny, life-loving civilisation. Whatever happened around 1450 BC – earthquake, tidal wave or insurrection – the Minoan way of life limped on. But the island of Crete, so green and fertile, so conveniently situated at the crossroads of trade routes between Europe, Asia and Africa, was always going to be a valuable prize for incomers who could summon the aggression and drive to take over. It was mainland Greeks from Mycenae who reoccupied the ruined palace at Knossos and dragged life and commerce in Crete back onto its feet. The Myceneans were a more warlike people than the Minoans; their dead were buried with swords and spears, and the designs on their pottery featured war chariots ridden by helmeted warriors – a far cry from joyful Minoan dancers and harvesters. The newcomers seem to have established a foothold in the island – perhaps as a servant class, perhaps as equals – for quite some time before the cataclysm. Now their influence spread throughout Crete as more palaces and towns were reoccupied. For a couple of centuries dominant Mycenean and decaying Minoan cultures uneasily coexisted. Then came the Dorians, efficient and well-organised fighters of Balkan origin who made a victorious drive south through mainland Greece and arrived in Crete from 1100 BC onwards. The Myceneans found themselves displaced, and the remnants of the Minoan people – sometimes called the Eteo-Cretans or ‘real Cretans’ – retreated with the rump of their language and their culture to the hills, where they may have hung on in decline for another thousand years.


  With its shrines and temples, grand staircases, central courtyard and massive stone guard towers, the Dorian hilltop settlement of Lato was evidently more than a back country market town. In fact it was an autonomous city state, one of dozens that now established themselves in easily defended places within range of a sea port – Lato pros Kamara (present-day Agios Nikolaos) in the case of Lato. Gortyn was a great power in the south of the island, Kydonia (present-day Chania) and Polyrhynnia in the west, Praisos and Ierapytna (Ierapetra) in the east. Crete’s city states warred and co-operated, feuded and forgave, made alliances and broke them, and traded as widely as they could across the Mediterranean. Pirates based themselves in the island, too, battening on merchant shipping out in the Cretan and Libyan Seas. During this last millennium BC Athens grew to dominate the Greek mainland, while Egypt remained the power in North Africa. Caught geographically between the two, Crete absorbed classical modes of architecture and sculpture from one, a starchy and formal Archaic style from the other. The fluid self-expression, the natural forms and individualistic styles of High Minoan art and society seemed a very long way off.


  Enter the Romans in 67 BC, ruling from Gortyn and ushering in a period (as in Britain) of nearly 400 years of peace, prosperity and social stability, of temple-building, of theatres and forums, of villas and bathrooms, aqueducts and flush lavatories. As a captive on his way by sea to Rome, St Paul the Apostle made a brief stopover in the wild winter of AD 59, and a couple of years later his disciple Titus arrived to bring Christianity to the island. Roman rule began to run out of steam with the general decay of the Roman Empire in the 4th century, and it was the turn of the vigorous young Byzantine empire, spreading west like wildfire from its capital in Constantinople, to take over in Crete. By now the city up on the twin peaks and the high saddle of Lato had been abandoned; the humble port of Lato pros Kamara, formerly simply the commercial conduit of mighty Lato, had swollen to become a trading centre far better situated and more important than the old place back in the hills.


  
    Unknowing


    
      
        Shadowy, those Saracens, bequeathing

      


      scarce footprints, light but cruel;


      curved swords loosed from ships,


      eagle noses savouring fresh blood,


      scorched rafters.


      
        Why did they not

      


      build, paint, sculpt in marble?


      Pain and destruction: could these have sustained


      a century of gold-ringed nobles?


      
        Basilicas toppled, towns melted, a thousand

      


      private or public Golgothas. Sum total


      a blank; negative time.


      
        Then this grotesque

      


      curtain call, the sky over Rabdh-el-Khandak


      raining heads. Clipped beards catapulted,


      eagle beaks broken on Byzantine stone;


      what the modern mind grasps, barbarism


      dealt to barbarians.


      
        Expunged, a slate

      


      wiped clean. Folk devils fallen


      out of retrieval into that desert of


      dry dusty hearts we allot them,


      unseeing, unknowing.

    

  


  With one significant but obscurity-shrouded break, the Byzantines ruled Crete for almost a thousand years. They started by running the island’s affairs with a business-like efficiency insisted upon by Constantinople. Crete became a big agricultural producer and a far-and-wide trader. Christianity flourished in the round-apsidal basilica churches that sprang up all across the island. The rule of Byzantium seemed as assured as ever did that of Rome; but it could not withstand the great northward impulse of militant Islam when that phenomenon began to swell through North Africa and the Middle East during the 7th and 8th centuries. Arab Saracens invaded Crete from Alexandria around AD 824, driving out the Byzantine overlords and establishing an emirate in the island. And what then? According to tradition the newcomers slew thousands and pulled down the basilicas, including the great Church of Agios Titos at Gortyn after they had murdered its bishop Cyril. But modern historians are doubtful. The only fact everyone agrees on is that the invaders made their capital at the port of Knossos and named it Rabdh-el-Khandak, City of the Ditch – the city we know today as Iraklion. The Saracens used it as a slave market, and as a base for attacking shipping far out into the Aegean Sea.


  The following century and a half lies cloaked in mystery. Looking back now, from a post-2001 perspective, the period of Islamic rule in the island assumes a resonance it did not carry when I walked through Crete. In the spring of 1999, reflecting on the regime of the Saracens, their actions and inactions seemed those of an alien civilisation whose motives, unless purely and absolutely mercenary, were incomprehensible. The Saracens appear to have destroyed much and built little in Crete. They left only a handful of coins to us – nothing of their art, of their architecture, of Arab culture. The Byzantines returned in 961 under their ferocious general Nikephoros Phokas to capture Rabdh-el-Khandak after a siege laden with every kind of savagery, including catapulting the heads of captured Saracens in among the defenders. Byzantine rule, once re-established, continued in prosperity for the next 250 years. Meanwhile the Arabs of Crete, and all they had done or failed to do in the island, slipped away down history’s river of oblivion.


  Limping on blistered feet from Argyro’s house into town, I find the Aphordakos clan about its several businesses. In the years since I was last here Billy Aphordakos has transformed his simple kafenion into a youngsters’ hangout quivering with brutal disco beats. Denim and leather hang heavy in the air. Lads slouch against their motorbikes on the pavement, posing for girls and each other. I have to pick my way over an obstacle course of crossed legs to get inside the bar. But this is nothing at all compared to the macho posturing in the north coast resorts of Crete where local bikers, fags in mouths, do wheelies all along the seafront with maximum noise and attitude. The boys and girls at Billy’s are village kids, and politely point out the way to the Kafenion Kamara, the Aphordakos owned café under the Moorish arch where I’ll be bound to bump into someone I know. Tonight it’s Iannis Siganos, the former mayor of Kritsa, bearded and forceful. He nods his leonine head, gives me a bear hug, orders mezedes and a little green flask of ice-cold raki.


  ‘Well, Christopher, let me tell you …’


  It seems that Kritsa has been doing pretty well for a village of 2,500 inhabitants some miles from the sea. The 600,000 kilos of olive oil produced last year netted close to 400 million drachmas – something over a million pounds sterling. The touristas, Iannis says, are still turning up to buy the fine hand-loom weaving for which the village has a long-standing reputation. But it’s seaside tourism that underpins prosperity in Crete these days; and Kritsa possesses neither beach nor sea, a terminal drawback in this sector of the economy. The villagers have had to do some lateral thinking and come up with an alternative enticement. Iannis and the other business heads of Kritsa have initiated a programme of local and agricultural tourism under the slogan: ‘Come and see the REAL Cretan village!’ Local families are being urged to encourage visitors to stay in their houses, accompany them to their work in vineyard and olive grove, eat at the family table, join in with the evening stroll and the morning marketing.


  Kritsa, like almost every other Cretan town and village, is nervous about its future as a community. Can any of those youngsters hanging round Billy’s doorway be persuaded to throw in their lot with the village, rather than drifting away to wait at table and clean hotel rooms in Agios Nikolaos, or take the plane for the bright lights of Athens and the wider world? Upcountry places, even those as big and lively as Kritsa, are suffering from a steady drain on their most important human resource, the energy and optimism of youth. The steady leaching away of young people from the country to the town isn’t just a turn-of-the-millennium Cretan phenomenon, of course. It’s been gathering pace all over Europe since the Industrial Revolution. In any case, bold young men and women have always struck out from their home villages for fame and fortune. Now, though, sighs Iannis as he refills his thimble glass and mine, it’s as if someone has stuck a big needle in the heart of rural Crete and has been siphoning off our life blood. Maybe this ‘Real Crete’ thing will encourage some of our brighter youngsters to start a business here, raise their children in their home village. Maybe these computers will help, too. Who really knows? Anyway – as long as I have Katharo, I will stay sane, that’s for sure.


  The fertile plain of Katharo (‘the clean place’) lies 3,600 feet up in the Dhikti Mountains a few miles west of Kritsa. Most big villages of the Cretan lowlands have a ‘mountain garden’ high in the hills where they grow their vegetables, cultivate their nut trees and graze the sheep and goats on the spring and summer grass while they make cheese from the rich mountain milk. From Kritsa the rough road climbs some 2,300 feet to Katharo, and when you tip over the rim and descend into the lumpy, roughly circular plain in its cradle of mountains, it’s like entering a green corner of heaven full of birdsong and the trickle of well water. So Iannis Siganos thinks, anyway. We leaf through the books of Cretan botany that he has brought along to the kafenion. ‘You see this lily, this crocus, these white star flowers? All of Katharo! Oh, I love Katharo, my little house there, my garden. When I eat Katharo tomatoes, Katharo beans, it’s something beautiful. There I can leave all my problems – breathe the air – be free! If I can live in Katharo all year, I would be happy. Ah, yes!’ We bang our glasses on the table and chink them together. Yia sou, Christophere! Yia mas, Ianni! The emptied thimbles clash down on the tin table top, and Iannis tilts the raki flask once more while I select another olive from the dish.


  Disgusting horrors from Yugoslavia flicker on the kafenion TV screen. There is certainly something to be said for showing these appalling things nakedly on television at the dinner hour if you want to bring home what war is and does. Iannis turns to watch. The Greek reporters employ measured tones as they reel off the places that have been hit – ‘school … houses … hospital …’ Shots of roasted and disembowelled corpses, of head-scarfed women wailing in the rubble. Crying, shouting, denunciation and fury on the smoky streets of Belgrade. ‘One can’t have an operation like this without some mistakes being made,’ remarks a US spokesman. ‘We are trying,’ explains British Prime Minister Tony Blair, ‘to stop those who are murdering and oppressing each other.’ These statements don’t go down too well in the Kafenion Kamara. The impression Cretans are getting is of NATO, not the Serbs, as the murderers and oppressors, heavy-handed bullies imposing their will and destroying fleeing civilians from god-like perches in the sky. ‘Why?’ asks Iannis Siganos passionately, driving his two hands together with a smack. ‘Why is America here? Why do they want to push everyone down beneath them? I am not a hating man – but now, in my head, I am hating America.’ He gives me a long look, exhales, and ends with a low growl of ‘Beel Cleenton – fascista!’


  Next day dawns calm. I go out for a walk, wielding the white figwood katsouna, and am stopped by the first old man who spots it. ‘Poli orea, very beautiful!’ he exclaims, and holds out his hand for it. He hefts it, inspects the curve of the handle and taps the end lightly on the ground, nodding his head slowly. ‘Stergios,’ he smiles, and goes on. I stand with dropped jaw. That stick was presented to me on an Easter trip to Kritsa five years ago, and the giver’s name was indeed Stergios. How on earth could the old man know that? I examine the stick myself on the way back to Argyro’s, but it carries no name. Is it the shape, the wood, the feel in the hand that so clearly spells out the identity of the maker to those in the know?


  Soon the light thickens over the village, and it becomes fantastically windy. ‘Phissaiee, it blows!’ exclaims Argyro, and writes the word in my notebook twice over: ‘ΦΥΣΑΕΙ/φυσαει’. It’s exactly the noise the hot wind makes as it roars and whistles over the town. ‘From Africa, bringing the Sahara to Kritsa,’ Argyro mourns, shaking her head over the red dust that stains her newly washed sheets on the garden dryer. Big, tree-shaking blasts send stray papers and cushions into the air and make the olive groves hiss in a white surf of upturned leaves. Argyro’s mother, wrapped in fluttering black like a prophet from the desert, hugs herself in a chair by the wall. Cats and chickens cower. Old men sit and grumble in the kafenia as war news flickers on the screens.


  I turn to the Psalmist for comfort, but today he is at his most terrifying: ‘Then the earth shook and trembled; the foundations also of the hills moved and were shaken, because he was wroth … He rode upon a cherub, and did fly; yea, he did fly upon the wings of the wind … The Lord also thundered in the heavens, and the Highest gave his voice; hail stones and coals of fire. Yea, he shot out his arrows, and scattered them; and he shot out lightnings, and discomfited them. Then the channels of water were seen, and the foundations of the world were discovered at thy rebuke, O Lord, at the blast of the breath of thy nostrils …’


  Winds and wars, thunder in the heavens, bloody bodies on the screens, hailstones and coals of fire. No day to be abroad. I pull up the drawbridge, fetch a blanket and crouch into a chair with a head full of monsters.


  ‘If it rains,’ says George Aphordakos, who turns up under Argyro’s lemon tree in mid-afternoon, ‘it will rain Africa.’ George has learned a good deal of English since we last saw each other – a lot more than I have of Greek. He looks as lean, tough and self-controlled as ever. He shows me a close-up photograph of a tall plant with gracefully curled white petals, rising from a rocky bed. ‘Lilium candidum, Cretan lily,’ says George, as if introducing a queen. It turns out that this lovely flower has not been seen in the Cretan wild for many decades. George has travelled 300 miles on foot to look for it. The moment he spotted it, he says with hand over heart, was something rare. Where did he find it? George makes the sign of the cross over his lips. He is not telling. But he waves a hand in the general direction of the Dhikti mountains, and gives a tight secretive smile.


  With George is his brother Manolis, another friend and walking companion from my former days in Kritsa. The Bros Aphordakos are polar opposites. George is a delicately-strung and abstemious aegagros. Manolis with his big black brows and ruddy complexion, his barrel chest and shovel hands, is the very pattern of a palikare. Manolis stands as strong as a bull, with wrists like thighs from his job working a compressor drill. He is an open-air man, a great sleeper under the stars, a hunter of rabbits and partridges up on Katharo; a laugher and quaffer, a family man and a gentle man, easily moved to embraces, who every now and then reaches out and silently kneads my arm or pats my knee.


  
    Phissaiee


    
      
        The cat fussed her kitten under my chair

      


      this morning, licking it, yowling uneasily, though


      all seemed well. Stormcrow in black, the old


      
        woman came, wrapped to the eyes, fluttering:

      


      bad news in black rags. The day


      thickened, darkened. Then phissaiee


      
        roared down on Kritsa; hot blast

      


      pouring east from Africa over the town,


      a prophet shriek out of the desert, raging.


      
        Groves thrashed; green seas of leaves

      


      hissed like cats, turning white eyes to heaven.


      Dark dots flew, imps or birds, storm-driven.


      
        Doors clashed, chairs scattered, tempers

      


      grated like sand. Old men growled, watching


      war on the screen, Balkan neighbours burn.


      
        ‘Thunder in the heavens,’ cried the prophet,

      


      ‘lightnings, hail stones and coals of fire.’


      Apocalyptic, as from a frescoed church,


      
        these breaths of hell: sliced men, babies

      


      cooked and smoking, mothers in flames. Kritsa


      crouched, back to the wall; phissaiee


      
        scourged eyes to tears. ‘Then did I beat them

      


      small as the dust before the wind,’ the prophet


      foamed, ‘I cast them out, as dirt in the streets.’


      
        All day the cat prowled, circling

      


      the chair where I skulked, one of the


      ungodly, bowed under a blast from heaven.

    

  


  Gestures are crucial to understanding the tenor of a Cretan conversation. What is said can often sound furiously angry, the words spewing out in a torrent, the timbre of the voice suddenly rising and hardening in a manner that to an English listener would spell imminent trouble, a temper reaching boiling point. Non-initiates expect a punch-up to flare out at any moment. But here in Crete that’s just emphasis. The gesture, or gesticulation, is what’s all-important. Sitting the following afternoon in the Kafenion Kamara with Manolis, George and their friends and family, I pick up on two that I can’t remember having remarked before. The first sees the speaker’s hand, extended with fingers stiffened karate-style, brought down sharply to chop the table with a startling bang, then thrust out palm upwards towards the victim. Translation: ‘Here’s my point right under your nose, fool!’The other piece of body language is more complicated. The hands start wide apart, cupped with palms uppermost, before being swept round, forward and downwards in a semi-circle to join each other, fingertip to fingertip, in the orator’s lap. ‘Well, this is what I think – and what any reasonable person would think, too.’ Admiring the drama of these bits of arm theatre, I have to admit to myself that, however good my Greek gets as I pursue my Cretan odyssey, I will never muster the bluster to enhance my own tatters of talk by employing either myself.


  It is almost time to bid Kritsa goodbye. Pantelis Kampaxis, the fit young mountaineer from Iraklion, has phoned to say he’ll be here bright and early in the morning. Pantelis has volunteered to guide me over the rocky highlands of Dhikti for a couple of days – the footpath shown on the map is a chimera, apparently, and he has assured me that I will never find my way alone in those remote parts. I have the uncomfortable feeling that Pantelis, a young aegagros if ever there was one, has summed me up after our brief encounter up the stairs in Dikeosinis Street, and has pigeon-holed my capabilities only too accurately. Tonight I have been invited to eat at home with Manolis, his wife Rula and George Aphordakos. Before that, I intend to spend an hour or so in the Church of Panagia Kera, rapt among its medieval signs and marvels.


  


  By the beginning of the 13th century the Byzantine empire had overstretched itself and was well past its sell-by date. Rotting from within, as the Roman Empire it had replaced had rotted nine centuries before, the vast Eastern Orthodox organisation – itself now under renewed attack by a resurgent Islamic movement – trembled on its bough, ripe for the plucking. In the event it was the Latin Catholic Christians of western Europe who got there first in the bloodthirsty, freebooting form of the Fourth Crusade. In 1204 the Crusaders, led by the Italian Count Boniface of Montferrat, sacked Constantinople, and the Byzantine empire was carved up piecemeal. The island of Crete might have been thought of as the plumpest of prizes, but in the end it was sold by Boniface to the Venetians for 1,000 pieces of silver – a somewhat symbolic sum. To claim their prize the Venetians had first to remove the Genoese, who had stepped into the power vacuum in Crete and taken over the island in 1206. It took four years before Crete was wholly controlled by Venice. The island was to remain under Venetian rule for the next 450 years.


  In the 13th century Venice was an immensely powerful city state, keen to extend its arm far across the Mediterranean Sea. Crete proved an excellent forward base for trading, a handily-placed naval centre for dealing with the pirates who plagued the Mediterranean, and a rich source of products such as oil, wine, corn, fruit and timber. Venetian adventurers and entrepreneurs were granted estates throughout the island, and they ran them in a feudal manner under the overall control of the Doge, who ruled from Candia (as the capital known to the Saracens as Rabdh-el-Khandak, and to the Byzantines as Khandakas, was now styled). Though the new overlords established a settled social order and a flourishing commerce in the island, they were by no means popular with the islanders, a tough mongrel breed with native Minoan, mainland Greek, Roman, Byzantine and Arabic blood in their veins. Perhaps owing to this rich mix of genes, the Cretans had evolved into a bloody-minded and independent people, not given to curling up and crying ‘Master!’ to anyone. Discontent soon took root among the islanders against the new taxes, penalties and feudal obligations imposed by the incoming Venetians on old Byzantine families and on the great mass of Cretan peasants. There were uprisings and rebellions – 27 major ones in all, and countless local ‘difficulties’ – during which a tradition of native raiding from mountain strongholds took hold. The Venetians responded by building fortresses down in the lowlands and on the coasts. After a great revolt in the 1520s the leader Kandanoleon, a man from the rugged Sfakia region of south-west Crete, was executed along with many of his family and followers. Such harsh treatment bred resentment. And there were external problems for the Venetians to worry about as well – namely, a great upsurge in the number and daring of Mediterranean pirates. In 1538 the Turkish corsair and admiral Khair ad-Din Pasha, ‘Barbarossa’ by nickname, sacked the north coast port of Rethymnon, causing the Venetians of Crete to strengthen the defences of their towns and cities against attack from the sea.


  The Venetians were great and graceful builders in stone, and in the chief Cretan ports of Candia, Rethymnon and Chania they created harbours, forts and palaces of notable beauty. They also built hundreds of churches, all across the island, for the celebration of the Roman religion with which they tried to replace the long-rooted Orthodox faith embedded among the islanders nearly a thousand years before. Roman Catholicism became the official faith of the island, a state of affairs which many islanders could not accept and which bred yet more resentment against the usurpers. Sheer weight of tradition dictated that Orthodox worship continued in the cities where the majority of people followed the Orthodox faith. It carried on elsewhere, too. Orthodox priests approved by the Venetian authorities were supposed to be in favour of close ties or outright amalgamation with the Catholic church. But that was far from the general rule. It was all a hotchpotch and a bit of a bodge, and it meant that the Greek Orthodox faith, its monasteries and churches, continued to maintain a hold in Cretan hearts. This hold became much stronger during the 15th century, after the fall of Constantinople in 1453 to yet another resurgence of expansionist Islam, this time from Turkish roots. The Venetians of Crete, greatly (and justifiably) fearing the growing power of the Ottoman Empire, began to relax their religious restrictions on the Orthodox natives whom they realised they would probably need as allies against the common enemy.


  Many cultured refugees from the Ottoman expansion on the borders of Renaissance Europe either passed through Crete or made their homes in what was fast becoming an outpost bastion of Christian civilisation. So Crete entered belatedly upon its own late medieval artistic and cultural Golden Age, a typically idiosyncratic and many-stranded one which mingled Catholic Renaissance sophistication, Orthodox Byzantine tradition and native Cretan earthiness and vigour. The literature of this Golden Age reached its apex early in the 17th century when Georgios Hortatzis published his tragic drama Erophile, still read and performed today, and Vitsentzos Kornaros of Sitia wrote his epic 10,000-line poem Erotokritos – verses of which you’ll hear sung and recited with pride and pleasure by 21st-century Cretans of all ages. Painting saw its apotheosis towards the end of the 16th century in the religious subjects of Domenico Theotokopoulos from Fodhele near Iraklion, better known outside his native island as El Greco, and in the exquisitely figured icons of El Greco’s contemporary Mikhail Damaskinos. Yet for my money the most wonderful of all these artistic riches of the Cretan Renaissance are the humblest, the commonest and the most accessible to the ordinary man – the gloriously colourful, lively and inspiring frescoes which embellish the walls and ceilings of hundreds upon hundreds of Cretan churches. Painters of icons, working within narrow conventions, found very limited scope for personal interpretation of their subjects. The Cretan artists who painted the walls of their little country churches in the time of Venetian rule felt no such inhibitions.


  


  On my way down to the Church of the Panagia Kera on the outskirts of Kritsa I pass a man heaving along the carcass of a just-slaughtered lamb, its bloody head and hooves flopping in the dust – a reminder of Real Crete. Outside the Panagia Kera a coachload of French tourists has pulled up. They shuffle round the church, shepherded by a guide with a loud and grating voice. By dint of moving to whichever of the three aisles they are not occupying, I manage to have the impeccably restored frescoes more or less to myself. Before becoming immersed I take a minute or so to recall the Byzantine convention by which the biblical topics are arranged throughout the church: Christ Pantokrator (‘All-Powerful’) looking down from the ceiling of the apse, the Evangelists and Holy Fathers below him; in the roof of the nave, scenes from the life of Christ including the Nativity, Baptism, Crucifixion and Resurrection; the lower walls occupied by a selection of military and secular saints; on the west wall a depiction of the Second Coming of Christ and the ghastly torments of the Damned to terrify outgoing peasants at the end of each service.


  In the central nave I find a calm St Michael dispatching a very lowly dragon, each of the beast’s thorn-like teeth a single bold stroke of white paint. Salome in harlot scarlet balances the head of John the Baptist on top of her own in a dish with a beaded rim as she performs a wild jig in front of King Herod and his cronies. In a ferocious Slaughter of the Innocents a mother cradles in her lap the severed heads of three infants with the faces and receding hairlines of middle-aged men, while Mary and the infant Jesus hide in an annexe from a file of Herod’s men who, dressed in Venetian chain mail and cloaks, are about to slice off the head of another baby. In the north aisle I stand a long time admiring a walled and fortified Garden of Eden where birds perch in the trees, the four Sacred Rivers curl from their springs like grey horse tails, and a bright red seraph with six wings and a spear guards a door at which the outcast Adam and Eve knock unavailingly. There’s an action-packed Day of Judgement, too, in which the souls of the Damned, dressed in white jumpsuit-style winding sheets and packed one behind another into a communal tomb, go hurtling like a bobsleigh team down a dark rocky defile into Hell, where a crowned Satan with a snake for a scarf awaits them among his horde of demonic enforcers.


  I drift across to the south aisle, whose scenes are dedicated to the Blessed Virgin Mary. A remarkably beautiful Virgin, large-eyed, sorrows with her hands outstretched in resignation or pleading. On a tiny donkey she journeys to Bethlehem, shielding her swollen belly with one graceful hand, a gesture completely natural. The most touching depiction of all is a highly emotional Sorrow of St Joseph. The indignant carpenter of Nazareth, hurt and betrayal all over his countenance, turns his back on his pregnant betrothed and hunches into the bottom corner of the fresco like a sulky child. An angel reaches out a comforting hand, but is ignored. Mary, tense and miserable, slumps in a richly carved chair, her head sunk on her palm. ‘Oh, Joseph, don’t do this to me … it’s true, what I’ve been telling you! There’s no-one else, honestly!’


  All over the church one sees faces painted full of sorrow or joy, hands outstretched in admonition or sympathy. Actions generous and mean, loving and brutal are part of the warp and weft of human existence. Life and death contend, closer than brothers. In the background birds flirt and leaves shimmer, flowers deck the meadows, cloud shadows cross the sky, streams tumble, shelf-like mountain ledges pile upwards to rocky peaks. You only have to step outside and glance about you to see where these island artists found their inspiration.


  
    
  


  Lotus Land: Amari interlude


  
    ‘I am like a green olive tree in the house of God.’


    Psalm 52

  


  
    Each morning I am woken around five o’clock by the braying of the old donkey that lives on the hillside below my bedroom window. The donkey belongs to Nikephoros, the white-bearded healer of Thronos, and eats its own weight of God knows what, all day, every day. It never utters except to roar in the dawn, a signal for the village cocks to tune up and make with their one-word salutation. They in turn set off the dogs, who have been observing – more or less – their nightly three-hour truce in the barking war they have been waging with the dogs of Kalogeros and Vistagi for the past 4,000 years.

  


  I groan, swear, turn over and thump the hard pillow to make a barrier between me and the dawn choristers outside. In the rooms along the balcony each side of mine I can hear Patricia Clark and David and Wanda Root doing much the same thing. Snoring resumes on both flanks. But it’s no good as far as I am concerned – now the bloody finches have noticed the first flush of morning light touching the horn-shaped apex of the mountain of Katsonissi that stands opposite the village, and they, too, begin to chip their four eggs in. More groaning, more swearing, and I slop out of bed and go out on the balcony, scratching and yawning like a tramp.


  Of course it’s beautiful out there. The light is between pearl and peach, the air cool but holding the promise of a warm spring day. There’s a hint of wild sage and a breath of wood-smoke. Beyond the balcony, the picnic terrace and miniature vineyard of the Taverna Aravanes give way to an enormous prospect. The whole of the eastern side of the Amari Valley is in view, sloping away south-eastwards for the best part of ten miles. To my right, across the donkey’s hillside and a steep little valley beyond, rise Katsonissi and other hills nameless to me, the dawn light broadening across their slopes, their ridges marching down towards the bulgy and ill-shaped lump of 3,300-ft Mount Samitos which hunches like an island to split the smooth south-eastward flow of Amari. It’s all green and pleasant enough over there, as it is far below along the valley floor where well-watered meadows and pale green cornfields lie among the trees. But my gaze, as always, is drawn towards the east, high above the villages scattered on the slopes there, over the tight white huddles of Kalogeros and Vistagi, above Platania and Fourfouras beyond them, way up over the zigzag dirt roads and the dark forests of pine and prinos, up 6,000 feet by bare rock canyons and the skirt of the snowline to the twin-horned head of Psiloritis, still velvet dark with its back to the sunrise, outlined against the last of the night’s stars.


  This view never ceases to do the trick and bring a smile to my face, no matter how sore my fingertips from yesterday evening’s laouto-playing or how many tumblers of Lambros Papoutsakis’s glutinous home-made wine showed their bottoms to the moon after midnight. I drink a glass of water, fetch pen and notebook from my bedside, and stealthily ease the balcony chair to the table. Nikephoros’s donkey has stowed its gab for the day, but Maria Papoutsakis is already at work below, picking tender vine leaves to make dolmades with soft, crisp plucking noises. There’s a sputter of two-stroke across the valley as another early riser scooters along the back road through Kalogeros. While my fellow guests and carousers continue their interrupted slumbers, I sit in the soft blue light of early morning and make up some doggerel – or donkerel – in tribute to Thronos’s long-lived and long-eared public alarm clock. Apart from eating a few more of the oranges I bought from the fruit-man, this – unbelievably, deliciously – is all I have to do today.


  
    Donkey dawn


    
      
        Before the sun begins to glow

      


      On valley fields or mountain and thick, snow.


      Before the day is truly born,


      Thronos awakes to donkey dawn.


      
        I lie cocooned inside the deep

      


      Contentment of a sweet night’s sleep,


      Until I hear that first forlorn


      Unearthly sound of donkey dawn.


      
        How pleasant it would be to glide

      


      To morning’s shore on songbirds’ tide,


      Instead of being rudely torn


      Out of my dreams at donkey dawn.


      
        I jerk awake when first I hear

      


      That opening, long-drawn, brassy blare –


      No Cretan driver honks his horn


      More stridently than donkey dawn.


      
        A breathless silence then ensues,

      


      As at receipt of awful news;


      A second’s hush, that soon will spawn


      The real row of donkey dawn.


      
        Is that a smoker being sick

      


      With laboured heavings hoarse


      Or is it timber being sawn


      Inside my head at donkey dawn?


      
        It sounds as if the village pump

      


      Is being worked with wheeze and bump,


      Slowly, with handles old and worn,


      By sadist fiends at donkey dawn.


      
        And now the roosters raise their din,

      


      And all the village dogs join in;


      The last vestige of peace is shorn


      From hill and grove at donkey dawn.


      
        I will not stand it one day more

      


      My bags are packed and at the door;


      By all the curses I have sworn,


      I will be quit of donkey dawn.


      
        Yet when I wake in Bristol town,

      


      Where noisy cars roar up and down,


      And students vomit on my lawn –


      I’ll miss the sound of donkey dawn.

    

  


  During the Second World War, Allied officers working clandestinely with the Cretan resistance nicknamed the Amari Valley ‘Lotus Land’. They came to love its abundance of the earth’s good things and the open-handedness of its villagers. Nothing has changed. Amari is green, Amari is fruitful. Amari has mineral-laden streams off the mountains to water its gardens and carpets of wild flowers to clothe its roadsides. Floating in its wide cradle of mountains 2,000 feet above the noisy, nervy, tourism-orientated world of the coast cities, Amari tends its gardens, its olives and vines, its figs and walnuts. Individual sounds travel far between the echo-boards of the mountains, muted and softened by distance: the orange-seller groaning ‘Portokali-aaaaaa!’ through his cab-mounted speaker, a radio sending a whining snake of a lyra tune out through the almond blossom, the dogs of Vistagi issuing their eternal sore-throated warnings. Everyone takes time, everyone gives you a nod and a word: Nikos the joker with the walnut tree in his yard, George the taverna laouto-player and conversationalist, Andonis the church cantor and lyrical lyra-player, and the three men named Kostas whose path I cross most days: Kostas Pervolia the green-handed gardener, Kostas Raki the village raki-maker, and Kosti Lyra the goat-eyed musician from neighbouring Kalogeros, a master of the lyra who can make those three strings scream, sing and sob as if an angel were behind them – or maybe a devil.


  Now between the horns of Psiloritis the high saddle of the mountain darkens. A fingernail of silver pokes up behind the snowy ridge, turning to gold even as I squint at it. The cocks of Thronos redouble their monologue. The crescent becomes a spinning silver-golden ball, unbearably bright, appearing to dance between the bull-horns a second before lifting off to float free into the china-blue sky. Minoans must have watched this daily crowning of the great mountain from their peak sanctuaries across the valley, Dorians from the city state of Syvritos on the flat hilltop behind Thronos, Byzantines and Venetians from the square by the little frescoed church, Turkish janissaries and German soldiers on reprisal duties from the smoking ruins of Amari villages. Now it is this middle-aged tourista who raises his eyes from his half-finished verses to the dazzle and drama over Psiloritis.


  


  ‘Good morning, Lord Christopher,’ says Maria Papoutsakis, coming into the big taverna room with her arms full of greenery.


  ‘Good day, Lady Maria,’ I riposte, ‘and how are you today?’


  ‘Well, thank you, Lord Christopher. And you also?’


  ‘Yes, very well, thank you, Lady Maria.’


  We are still at the stage, Maria and I, of addressing each other with some formality – she, because her manners are excellent; I, not to be outdone in the offering of courtesies, but also because I like the sound of this stately ‘Kyrie Christophere’ and ‘Kyria Maria’. It lends a graceful gallantry to our exchanges that transcends the generally mundane subject matter:


  ‘Lady Maria, do you perchance have a plug for the basin in my room, if you please?’


  ‘Why, certainly, Lord Christopher, here is one.’


  ‘Thank you so very much, Lady Maria.’


  ‘Lord Christopher, please – the pleasure is entirely mine. Thank you.’


  Patricia Clark, my Canadian next-room neighbour, is mightily tickled by this, and insists on addressing me at all times as ‘Lord Christopher’. Patricia is a classicist from Victoria University, Alberta, a fluent speaker of Greek, over in Crete for three months to continue her long-term study of the islanders’ traditional methods of healing – by herbs, by folk remedies and by magic. She says that all three of these branches of practical medicine are alive and thriving in the Amari Valley. Last year, researching traditional use of plants in the Amari, Patricia stumbled across a handwritten book of medical recipes and treatments, spells, charms and magical rituals, compiled in 1930 by a local healer – an incomparable treasure. Now she sits with Maria Papoutsakis, sorting vine leaves into various sizes on the big taverna table. They mean to make a big pile of dolmades for today’s memorial ceremony for an old man of Thronos who died six months ago. It is proper to remember the dead at certain intervals after their passing.


  I take a cup of coffee and sit out on the steps barefoot in the early sunshine. Since crossing Psiloritis yesterday and descending into Lotus Land I have scarcely given my feet a thought. Now I make a damage inspection, the first in the hundred miles since Kritsa. Left foot, existing damage: little toenail now turned from blue to grey, and hanging loose (it falls off as I touch it, and another, pink and perfect, is revealed in its place). Blister inside front heel still there; blister on ball of foot now flattened. The whole ball and heel a rather disgusting, rubbery yellow hide, pitted with black holes – none of this, strangely, to be seen on the other foot. Blister on outside of big toe still there, and has been joined by a little friend. New stuff: big burst blister on 4th toe, rubbing against and partly underneath 3rd toe. Large and bloody abrasion blister on outside of ball of big toe. Curious blemish like a double wart on top of root of big toe. Hmmm. Right foot, rather better. Existing damage: Achilles abrasion almost healed, rub marks ditto, blisters now burst and healing nicely. New stuff: small blister on outside of big toe. And something very new and sensitive to the touch coming up on the outside. Watch this space. As for olfactory forensics: Stinkerismo Grandissimo would about cover it. Memo: why do feet smell of goat? Why not of bread, or dog, or roses? I hobble back upstairs. I intend to spend at least a week here in the Amari, maybe more, to give the snow that now covers the White Mountains the maximum possible chance to melt away and leave me clear passage. In the meantime, bed calls, and those oranges. Maybe another poem, too.


  Towards evening I sit on my balcony and stare out at Psiloritis. There is no escaping the dominance of the horned mountain, rearing like a breaking wave over Amari. A saddle of snow lies between the peaks. High over Vistagi the snow has part-melted into a curious figure like that of a football-headed man with no arms, a long torso ending in two straddling white legs. It reminds me of Karen Raeck’s Andartis flattened in midstride to the Nida plain, or of one of those giant figures cut into the chalk downs of southern England. With bees buzzing murmurously among the hillside herbs below and the sun striking warm through the valley, I contemplate the mountain and my own fears and falterings.


  In the evening Patricia returns from the old man’s memorial with a dish of koliva. It’s the traditional titbit at such ceremonies – sugary, fragrant, seeded with little silvery sweeties. Greeks have been making it since long before the birth of Christ. Patricia tells us how it’s done, from what she has herself been told by the village women. Boil wheat with the leaves of an orange tree. Sieve it. Spread it out and roll it on lemon leaves. Add to the broth: orange leaves, sesame, cinnamon, chickpea flour, sugar, salt, walnuts, raisins, pomegranate seeds, nuts, parsley. Incense it well with a church censer. Take a tray of it in procession to church, covered with sugar and decorations, along with raki, oil and a lit candle. Thus one eases the path of the soul.


  
    The high man


    
      
        The high man straddles over Vistagi:

      


      not that they see him there, though their


      dogs bark warnings day and night.


      Theirs is a spring view, a window looking


      west into the bowl of Amari, green


      watered valley, terraced and tended, where


      grass lies lush, bees investigate new sage.


      Behind their back the high man walks


      winter, behind the bald nape of the gorge,


      above road scar and tree line.


      
        Yesterday I learned that ground

      


      for dear life, breathlessly hammering


      each step with my heel, descending the snowfields


      and rock slides where the high man hid.


      Cold fingers stroked my neck, cold breath


      told of his closeness as I passed,


      seeing only snow hard packed into a gully.


      
        Watching him now through vine and olive leaves,

      


      deep in the drowsy valley, I see


      the high man small and shrinking. The sun


      will have his head, Salome-like;


      trunk and legs will run through the forest;


      all the springs in Vistagi will sing


      the high man’s prophecy of summer.


      
        I know him now. Away from green pastures,

      


      up every rocky track, the high man


      walks winter and waits for me.

    

  


  We eat with Maria Papoutsakis, dolmades, salad and damp new cheese. Maria’s husband Lambros, owner of the Taverna Aravanes and my friend from past visits, will be back tomorrow night from Rethymnon, she says. George the laouto-player joins us, and the wine goes round. George speaks no English, but he drops a slice of apple in his wine ‘to sweeten the talk’. Soon the laouto case is brought out and the big round-backed instrument is lifted from its red velvet nest. ‘Play us a tune,’ gestures George to me. As the senior, in truth the only proper musician present, he’s offering the stranger a pleasant courtesy. I can’t spurn his civility, but neither can I really play. George hands over a thin strip of plastic, doubled to form a narrow and flexible vee. It’s the pena or laouto pick. I’ve never handled one before – Dimitri’s laouto in the Taverna o Pitopoulis back in Prina had come complete with a familiar plastic guitar plectrum. The pena used always to be a vulture feather, George remarks. When he started out playing laouto, a vulture pena would cost 50 drachmas and last one session in the hands of a good vigorous musician. Now, if you can by chance and good luck get hold of one, it costs 5,000 drachmas and lasts a hundred sessions. Why? ‘Because vultures are getting harder to kill!’


  Everyone in the place laughs, then falls silent and looks on expectantly. I grasp the awkward shape of the laouto to my chest and try to remember a mandola tune – any tune. In the end I strike up an old Incredible String Band number, Schaeffer’s Jig, a tune I can be absolutely certain no-one here will know, and one I can doubly guarantee will never have been forced from this or any other laouto. Four bars in, George’s fingers gently imprison my pena hand. No, Christophere. Like this. He repositions the business end of the pena between my thumb and the tips of my index and middle fingers, with the two loose ends of the vee trailing out along the back of my hand. It feels bloody odd, but I soldier on as drops of pure sweat of embarrassment plop down on the fretboard. Two times round the circuit and I fall silent. D minus for execution. Yet applause is forthcoming, and smiles of genuine pleasure. With a nicotine-rich laugh, George refills my glass. A for effort, it seems. The stranger has put his handful of potatoes, however small and green they may be, into the communal pot, and is entitled to share the stew.


  Now George begins a series of mantinades, sung with great force and emotion, aimed at appropriate targets among the company. Maria Papoutsakis sits nearby, joining in the verses. These traditional expressions of love, aphorism or pithy commentary may be well known to those present, but here they are sung as if freshly minted and passionately felt. With the laouto in his hands George is transported beyond intensity. His eyes glitter and burn as they flick between the fretboard and the face of his victim, his nostrils dilate, his voice shakes as if in the hands of some vindictive god. It’s as if he has reached a state of electrical charge. If Kostas Raki, sitting alongside, were to reach out and touch him as he sings, it would be no surprise to see blue flashes arcing between the two of them.


  Patricia, who has been asking George to clarify certain recondite plant lore for her, becomes the recipient of a mantinade.


  
    ‘Do not cry, you worrier,


    For the world is not being destroyed –


    With the plants of the earth


    All suffering is healed.’

  


  She grins at the lightness and aptness of the sally, while I, struggling with the colloquial terms and elongated sounds of the sung words, smile and clap uncomprehendingly with the only other two monoglots in the taverna. David and Wanda Root, the middle-aged American couple whose room adjoins mine, are from upstate New York, very gentle in manner, very much in love with each other and with Cretan ‘graciousness’. George fixes his gaze on Wanda’s pretty round face, jerks his head, fills his lungs. Has Patricia mischievously whispered a translation of Wanda’s surname in the singer’s ear?


  
    ‘At the full of the moon


    Other trees don’t take root –


    Only the tree of love,


    Which always extends its root.’

  


  People grin to themselves. Everything is cool. Here in the quiet pastures of the Amari Valley these two compatriots of Beelzebub Beel have faced no breath of criticism, no challenge from anyone. The Taverna Aravanes maintains an old-fashioned dedication to food and drink, talk and song. Its big bar TV is hardly ever on, so no serpent from Kosovo has yet sneaked into our green Eden or disturbed our fair dreams with toxic little stabs of bad news from beyond the boundaries of Lotus Land.


  Lambros Papoutsakis returns to Thronos for the weekend from Rethymnon, where he has been spending the week working in a bank and dreaming of the day when he will no longer have to wear a suit and tie, but can retire to the hills and tend his taverna and his vines full-time. On sight of me he tilts his head on one side and throws his arms wide, sighing, his face breaking out into a turned-down grin. ‘Christophere, Christophere, Christophere …’ He enfolds me, then lightly slaps my cheek. ‘Why have you not been in Kriti for so long? You are very bad to forget your friends.’


  For several years I have made the Taverna Aravanes my base of operations whenever I’m in Crete. Lambros is not just a friend, but a mentor. He has taken me far into the secret places of Amari, far into the village celebrations, the singing walks and moonlight expeditions that are the breath of life to him. On a mountain precipice he will pose in proper palikare style, curly shepherd’s stick held out at full extent of his right arm as if he would gather rocks, plants and birds under his protective wing. Wandering the byways of Amari he has Psiloritis constantly in view, and speaks of the mountain as a friend, occasionally as a god. Once, climbing on Psiloritis to find the grave of an old man killed in a wartime German revenge raid, we picked up a hollow stone and discovered a tiny honeycomb clinging by a thread inside. Lambros brought it home and built it into the wall of the Taverna Aravanes, part keepsake, part talisman.


  
    The hollow stone


    
      
        The hollow stone, black-eyed, skull-like,

      


      lay among prinos, partisan trees


      of great Psiloritis, pressed to the mountain


      by weight of brute winds, but apt to stab.


      
        Lambros, you struck the pose heroic,

      


      bold on a craggy perch, arms flung


      wide to embrace outspread Amari.


      
        Fire in the veins: fire in Vrises,

      


      Meronas, Gerakari. Old men’s bones


      charred in reprisal; eyes in the prinos,


      burning, recording – these you venerate,


      honey-hearted Lambros.


      
        The hollow stone

      


      winked a dark eye: whisper or thought


      lodged in the inner ear, timeless.


      
        Many-celled womb, a wild bees’ comb

      


      clung in this cranium scoured by the centuries’


      gales to pruned strength, nurturing sweetness;


      
        sign from the mountain, great Psiloritis.

      

    

  


  Lambros is the Green Man of Thronos, a cornucopia of newly shelled almonds and freshly cut artichokes forever in his hands, a glass of wine always filling on the table, trailing mantinades and prayers in his wake. In him palikare and aegagros seem perfectly in balance. Every time I have to tear myself away from Thronos and descend to the drab lowlands of life once more, it is with a head refilled by Lambros with a new stock of songs and dances, of wayside herbs and mountain flowers. Bags of dictamos, little plastic bottles of raki and jars of sweet, smoky honey from his hives rustle and chink together in my suitcase, to be spilled out on the table at home with a burst of scents that bring the warm and sunlit essence of Amari to my dark northern kitchen.


  


  May Day dawns cloudless and hot. ‘First of May, big picnic,’ announces Lambros. All Thronos is packing its baskets and heading for the hills. ‘Thou hast made us to drink the wine of astonishment,’ forecasts the Psalmist, and he’s absolutely spot on.


  Up at Lambros’s vineyard we decorate his ancient pickup truck – rickety, rattling and all but brakeless – with nosegays. David and Wanda, Patricia and I fill our hat bands and buttonholes with flowers. We clamber into the truck and go jolting up dirt roads towards the woodland party. Among the oak trees several dozen people from the villages round about have gathered around a big square fire fenced in with spits. Meat hangs roasting in chunks and chops, racks of ribs and whole sides of lamb. There is a great dripping and spitting of fat, and a wonderful smell. Tables hold bread, cheese, bowls of salad, bowls of seasoning, wine and raki in plastic bottles. Blue wood-smoke veils the view out west over the trees to the distant snowy peaks of the White Mountains.


  A bowl of choice titbits of offal is passed around; then the main feast begins. It takes me a few minutes to work out the etiquette of proffering and accepting food and drink in this setting. I follow Lambros’s example and arm myself with a wooden spit of meat chunks, a knife, a little tower of small plastic cups and a 2-litre bottle of wine. The trick is to juggle these without letting anything slip. You slice off a sliver of meat and place it directly in the mouth of friend or stranger, then follow it up by handing over half a cup of wine. Now you accept in turn your share of this rustic Eucharist, which mixes the savour of roast meat, the sherry-like richness of village wine and the pungent bite of raki. Empty cups reclaimed, both of you nod and smile your thanks and move on. After ten or so encounters of this sort I feel myself pretty well browsed and sluiced; by the time I have completed the courtesies with forty fellow-picnickers, and notice that a whole new rake of roast pork is being pulled from the spit and more wine and raki bottles are being fetched from the parked pickups, I start to wonder whether I am going to prove quite man enough for the First of May.


  A young fellow in a red T-shirt comes up. ‘Hello!’ I say brightly in my best party Greek. ‘Happy May Day! My name is Christopheros – what’s yours?’ The man scowls and glares. ‘Beel Cleenton – bombas!’ is his reply. ‘Beel is fucker … fuck Beel!’


  This isn’t good. I imagine he has been provoked by the quiet upstate New York accents of David and Wanda, who are sitting modestly with friends from Thronos on the edge of the party. I try to muster a reply, but the angry boy stomps off. Later that day I learn that a missile from a NATO plane has cut a bus in half on the Pristina-Podujevo road in Kosovo, killing sixty civilians. The boy must have been listening on his car radio as he drove to the picnic, arriving hot with fury. Now his friend comes up, a dark-browed youth in a black shirt who has had a cup or two. ‘Yermanika? Amerika?’ he asks aggressively, and leans into me with clenched fists. I find myself suddenly fluent in Greek. Oh no, I am English, I love Crete, I hate war, war is terrible, Crete is beautiful, my father was an andarte here in the war (may God and Dad forgive me), Lambros is my friend, do you know him?


  He does know Lambros, and subsides. We rally. There is a general gathering in a clearing under the oaks. Musical instruments are brought from the trucks. Andonis the Thronos church cantor, a calm man with a classic Greek profile, sits with his back against a tree and carefully tunes a lyra across his knee. A keening tune gets under way as the laoutos join in. A line of dancers forms, stepping sideways and back among the trees, dancing the siganos, the dance of friendship and unity. Lambros is in his element, twirling with his daughters, a flower behind his ear.


  One dance follows another. The sun begins to decline towards the White Mountains, and there is a drifting away of revellers. Empty plastic bottles, lamb and chicken bones, tatters of silver foil and shreds of ejected tomato skin lie everywhere. Patricia, David and Wanda have disappeared. By six o’clock a hard core of a dozen dancers and players remains under the trees. Goat-eyed Kosti from Kalogeros has abandoned his mandolin and has taken over the lyra. The summery flow of Andonis’s playing gives way to thunder and lightning. In Kosti’s hands the lyra whimpers and screams. He jags the bow into the strings, rapping the body of the instrument with sharp smacks, now burying his face in his chest, now tossing it up to the sky, teeth bared in a rapturous grin. The dancers shake themselves into new life. The daughters of Lambros have gone home, but he dances on, sometimes alone, sometimes with an arm around the shoulders of friends, far out on some ecstatic sea. I sit among the musicians, anaesthetised by meat and wine, entranced in the whistling of the lyra and the ringing, percussive thud of the laoutos.


  The youth in the black shirt looks up from his laouto and beckons me to his side with a jerk of his head. Lambros catches sight of me as he reels by. He bends his face close to mine, trying to articulate. Black-shirt lets his instrument fall and clamps our three heads together, an acknowledgement of a moment’s drunken and euphoric bond. Someone very close pulls out a large black pistol and lets off three shots into the treetops. Lambros vents a wild laugh, and shouts out words no-one can catch.


  At dusk the survivors come to a decision to move on elsewhere. I get into Lambros’s old pickup with some trepidation. After several unsuccessful attempts to fit the key into the ignition slot, Lambros looks round as if in a dream and enquires wonderingly, ‘Where is this?’ He has certainly had a lot to drink, like all of us, but his state is more that of a man transported onto another plane entirely. Our progress down the dirt roads contains more excitement than I think I want to deal with. Soon we pull up outside a house where the lyra and laouto players are gathering, all with a second wind on them. Here I leave Lambros in the arms of Orpheus and set out on foot. Thronos, when I reach it, lies quiet under a brilliant starry sky, its spell broken only by a single barking dog. That’s until some of the picnic revellers turn up at midnight, bringing the spirit of Pan with them. They forage for food and play till dawn.


  
    The First of May


    
      
        The older man starts. An axe blade smile

      


      slashes his face, a fixed grin of absence.


      Across his knee the lyra shivers, pours


      a distillation: braided flowers, oil,


      sizzle of sheep fat, Homeric sounds


      and sights – clouded wine, the singing air


      under the oaks, a blue strip of hills


      holding the ring, a low shimmer of fire.


      
        Now Kosti takes it. Tips his goat head

      


      to the sky, thrashes the bow. Blood


      and drink tilt the trees. A pistol cracks.


      Hands tug my hair, friend or foe


      plunging me to the dance. The voice of Lambros


      burrows in my ear: ‘Now we are mad …’

    

  


  The Psalmist, of course, is all for locking the doors on such wild fellows: ‘They return at evening; they make a noise like a dog, and go round about the city. Behold, they belch out with their mouth … Let them wander up and down for meat, and grudge if they be not satisfied.’


  Lambros turns up at the taverna the following evening, very subdued, and sits drinking lemonade and groaning gently to himself. He is not the only one.


  


  A quiet day of spring in Lotus Land, with a blue heat haze on the mountains and the songbirds warbling in the middle of the day. Lambros is back in Rethymnon, sweating out the working week in his bank. I sit and yawn on my balcony. ‘Thou crownest the year with thy goodness, and thy paths drop fatness,’ sings the Psalmist. ‘They drop upon the pastures of the wilderness: and the little hills rejoice on every side. The pastures are clothed with flocks; the valleys also are covered over with corn; they shout for joy, they also sing.’


  I have certainly dropped some fatness on the paths and the pastures of Crete over these past three weeks. My feet are healing nicely, and only sheer bloody indolence is keeping me on this balcony. I stick a bottle of water and a couple of oranges in the day pack and take myself off for a good walk along the roads of the upper Amari. All is very quiet and empty in the hot sun. Green-backed lizards flick off the road, where they have been stretched out soaking up the heat through their pale bellies. One or two have taken up permanent residence where the tyres of passing cars have smoothed them into the tarmac.


  I am looking for the church of Agios Ioannis Theologos, St John the Evangelist, a place with reputedly good 14th-century frescoes which has eluded me on a couple of occasions in the past. Now I find it tucked down below a bank in the olive groves a mile outside Kalogeros. The frescoes are black with age, but a strikingly serene Christ Pantokrator occupies the bema, the rounded sanctuary beyond the iconostasis. Scaffolding poles, planks and bags of concrete, piled against the church wall, hint at a restoration at some future date – perhaps very far in the future. It is one of the scandals of Crete that so many of the island’s 800-odd frescoed churches are left to the ministrations of snails and damp. Yet over-restored church frescoes (there’s more than a hint of that about the Panagia Kera in Kritsa) can lose something precious under the revisionism of the rehab brush – the tidemarks of history in cuts and slashes struck into the paintings by religious bigots, the graffiti of naughty village boys, and in the very tracks of the original painter’s brush the sense of connection across six or seven centuries with that medieval artist’s own particular person.


  Across the valley in Meronas I walk into the church of the Panagia, All-Holy Mary, to find the restorers actually at work. Perched on planks, paintbrushes in hand, they are picking out details of the paintings in the nave roof. These frescoes are stunning, especially a Crucifixion with a horribly agonised Christ, a calm Good Thief already sporting a halo, and a grotesque buffoon of an unrepentant thief with a bulbous Cyrano nose, clearly – if the face is the mirror of the soul – already on his way to the nastiest corner of Hell. Propped up carefully against the scaffolding I find the 14th-century icon of a sorrowful Virgin. The Panagia guards the church, and must not be removed; so the villagers have warned the restorers. The Virgin’s long, long face and nose, her little pouting red mouth, are illuminated by a pair of deep, mournful eyes. These have been scored across several times by a knife-point – ‘Turk’ is the one-word explanation of the restorers. But the Virgin continues to gaze reproachfully out from her glassed-in captivity, commanding the gaze of the onlooker even through her scars.


  On the road to Gerakari I pass over a bridge above a spring deep in a dell. A stone washing slab lies beside the spring, and I fantasise about scrambling down there and taking off my sweaty shirt just for the pleasure of washing it in that cold, clear water and pounding it on that cool stone slab under the fig trees. To point up the painful gulf between fantasy and reality, E4 signs begin to show their black and yellow faces at the roadside. Casting doubt and caution to the wind, I decide to follow them and the map to Gerakari. Big mistake. Between them they lead me a long way up a thorny hillside, and abandon me just where the thorns are thickest. Bastards. Back to the road with scratches on arms, legs and face.


  The houses of Gerakari, square and plain in modern concrete, offer mute witness to the terrors of war in which a village can literally be blown to smithereens and wiped from the map. Gerakari possesses a still more direct and emotive testimony to its tragedy of 1944 – a war memorial composed of a giant marble sculpture of a woman in classical dress, in the act of chiselling the names of the murdered villagers into the face of a monolithic square column. As General Friedrich-Wilhelm Müller served Anogia in the aftermath of the partisan capture of the German Commander of Crete, General Kreipe, so he dealt with the villages under the Kedros range of the western Amari which were deemed to have offered help to the andartes on the run with their valuable prisoner. The village war memorials record the progress of the burnings and executions through the valley from 22 to 30 August 1944. That first day, 22 August, the German soldiers hit six villages between Gerakari and Ano Meros. The memorial in Kardaki lists nineteen names from four neighbouring villages. The big marble monument on the edge of Vrises honours thirty people, including five surnamed Korounakis and four of both the Thountedakis and Troullinos families. As for Gerakari, forty-two were killed, including nine of the Kokkonas family and six of the Koutelidakis. Altogether the Occupation forces destroyed nine villages and shot 164 people. This was just in the one week-long operation in Amari.


  


  From a cave high on Psiloritis, George Psychoundakis watched the unfolding nightmare, as he recorded in The Cretan Runner:


  
    ‘I stayed there two or three days before leaving, watching the Kedros villages burning ceaselessly on the other side of the deep valley. Every now and then we could hear the sound of explosions. The Germans went there in the small hours on the twenty-second of August and the burning went on for an entire week … First they emptied every single house, transporting all the loot to Retimo, then they set fire to them, and finally, to complete the ruin, they piled dynamite into every remaining corner, and blew them sky high. The village schools met the same fate, also the churches and the wells, and at Ano Meros they even blew up the cemetery. They shot all the men they could find … They launched this cruel campaign to terrorise the entire island, and to show us all that the Germans in Crete still had the power to destroy and overthrow, as barbarously as ever, all that still remained standing.’

  


  


  Back in Thronos in the cool of the evening I find that Patricia’s son Doug has turned up for a few days’ lotus-eating. He’s a tough young guy, pleasant-mannered, with a close-cut beard and dark sapphire-blue eyes. Doug’s the head warden of a polar bear reserve at Churchill, way up in the Arctic Circle on the western side of Hudson Bay, and a few days in the warmth and greenery, the vivid colours of Amari represent to him an unbelievable treat.


  In the warm still night, under the stars of Amari, we receive his talk of snow and ice, of polar bears and Inuit laughing contests and frozen hunting expeditions, as we might the yarns of a Baffin Bay harpooner or a foretop-man returned from the Great Southern Ocean. There’s some sighing and head-shaking around the table. Doug is treated with deep respect, his talk with just a shade of dignified reserve. Local pride is ever so slightly on its mettle, perhaps. Thronos is full of wonders, too, even though there are no polar bears.


  


  Now my time in Lotus Land begins to trickle out fast. The weekend comes round again, bringing Lambros with it. He has great plans for an expedition to Psiloritis. In the end it is Doug and I who set forth with him on Saturday morning, the feast of Agios Ioannis Theologos. First port of call is the village church – not the ancient, frescoed church of the Panagia, but the more modern church dedicated to St John the Evangelist. It is a pleasure to hear Andonis – last seen playing lyra in the Dionysian atmosphere of the May Day picnic – in his alter ego as cantor, intoning responses and passages from scripture in a deep, dramatic voice. Two priests officiate – Papa Dimitris, the long-term incumbent of Thronos who looks with his cloud-like beard exactly like a saint from a fresco, and a visiting priest from Amari. Every now and then one or the other pops out of one of the two doorways in the iconostasis for a few seconds of chanting before retiring into the bema again, a double act irresistibly reminiscent of those wooden weather dolls of the 1950s, one with a brolly and mackintosh, the other in sunglasses and short sleeves, who would foretell the weather in the twin doorways of their snug little house on the mantelpiece of every maiden aunt worth her salt.


  The Amari priest delivers a rousing sermon carefully tailored to his rural flock – God is present in our vineyards, our fields, our olive groves; He enters our houses invisibly, like television, whether we will it or not. When it comes to Communion, he holds the platter of bread just out of my reach, and gently enquires, ‘Katholico?’ ‘Ne,’ I reply, remembering at the last moment that Greek ‘yes’ is English ‘no’. ‘Kalo, kalo,’ he says softly, ‘good, good.’


  Though the Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches have been divided for a thousand years, there’s an understanding between them. The Orthodox faith as practised in Crete seems to have a humanity and a directness of personal contact that mainland Greeks have sometimes felt to be lacking in their church. Maybe it’s the fact that recent reform in that mainland church has placed a high premium on further education among its priests, while Crete has generally maintained a more low-key approach; maybe it has to do with the vigour of many Cretan priests, their willingness to dance and play music, and the very active role that Greek Orthodox priests in the island played in the front line of resistance against both Turks and Germans. Whatever the reasons, in an age of falling church attendance, especially among young people, observance of the faith still stands pretty central to up-country Cretan village life.


  Priests, above all, are expected to be approachable. When on another occasion I went across the valley with Lambros to the saint’s day feast in his native village of Petrohori, there was a general murmur of recognition and of pleasure as two priests got up and danced together – a murmur that affirmed the pivotal position, in the past and the present at all events, of the priest in the life of the countryside.


  
    Priests dancing at Petrohori


    
      In the covered place by the church


      two priests dance. The plump one with the


      smile trails a grey hem.


      His brother-in-Christ, pigtailed, pale and precise,


      has neatly tucked up his black skirts.


      
        Petrohori feasts. I raise my glass to kiss the

      


      snowy cheeks of great Psiloritis, guardian mountain,


      as Lambros unchained has kissed mine.


      
        Smack clay dust from your shoe soles, you

      


      young Petrohori farmers. Tense whining of


      lyra, foxy glances of the players


      judge your moment faultlessly,


      the skyward flight of feet and spirit


      
        beyond what your fathers aspire to, or your shuffling

      


      grandfathers, sappy old men crooking


      arthritic knees, swinging polished boots in the dance.


      
        Linking old ones and young step the well-matched

      


      brothers, soberly, black shoes held to the dust.


      Some day, following tradition, wolves may


      again menace the flock. Then priestly soles


      will rouse the clay once more round Petrohori.

    

  


  Outside the church after the service, Manolis the kafenion owner dispenses shots of raki. We break off chunks of artos, sweet spicy bread, from a loaf whose shiny crust has been indented with the sign of the cross. Manolis beckons us into his lair for more of the same. It’s two o’clock by the time we are bouncing and groaning in Lambros’s rattletrap pickup along the dirt road from Vistagi and up across the lower slopes of Psiloritis. The afternoon is very windy, with rags of cloud streaming through the valley. We stop frequently on the way up, to talk to shepherds we meet en route and to give the pickup a respite from its climbing duties. It has no hand-brake, but a stone wedged under each bald tyre does the job well enough. We pull up at a little chapel with a bell hanging in the tree outside to pay our respects at the railed tomb of Myron Litinas. ‘Shot and burned by the Germans, 3.9.1943, aged 77,’ reads the inscription. Behind in the rock lies the cheese cave of the Litinas family. In the front part of the cave a hearth has been built, complete with a circular hollow of stones to support the cauldron of boiling milk. The cool cleft behind has been fitted with rows of wooden shelves for storing the cheeses that the Litinas men will make this summer. Plastic bottles of oil and wine stand wedged into cracks along with boxes of matches, cooking utensils and a tinfoil screw of salt. ‘They will be here making cheese tomorrow,’ offers Lambros, ‘or maybe the next day, or the next.’


  Back at the pickup Lambros revs the engine while Doug and I kick the chock-stones from under the hopeless old tyres. Then it’s on and up to the mitato at the end of the road under the saddle of Psiloritis. Here are stone benches and a stone table, plenty of shade from the sun under prinos and asfendos trees, and a deep fire pit in which Doug does the guy thing with dried prinos branches and matches till a wobbly blue heat spiral begins to ascend and blow away on the mountain wind. Lambros produces a blue bowl full of pork chunks marinated in his special relish and spears them on sharp spits of prinos. And I fetch salt, artichokes, bread, cutlery, wine, oranges, broad beans and olives out of the flatbed of the pickup.


  We eat, slowly and deliberately, for at least a couple of hours, chatting desultorily, enjoying the wind and sun and the mind-bending view. The wind turns cold, gusting strongly enough to upend our glasses and scatter bread crusts and artichoke leaves across the ground. Clouds thicken in the west, but only to 5,000 feet; above this the jagged white teeth of the snow-covered White Mountains rise against a cobalt sky, as do the horns of Psiloritis at our backs. Below the cloud belt the Amari Valley lies in a thick opaque light, ridges and bluffs looming mistily far below as if underwater.


  
    Shepherd


    
      
        Forehead polished egg-brown by sun, fingers

      


      stiffened to thick roots: he dumped himself


      in ancient jeans down by our fire, then hauled


      hard on each knee – crack! – to bend his legs.


      
        Thick dusty spectacles shaded eyes bleared

      


      by seventy years’ looking for sheep in sunlight


      merciless on white slopes of Psiloritis.


      
        He cocked his head up like a dog, sniffing

      


      the talk, assessing, weighing us well.


      
        A high old voice, rapid, parched, loosened

      


      by raki downed in a gulp, like stones in a dry


      streambed set chattering by spring rain; and loud


      from lack of use through lone days, lonely nights.


      
        Moustached like a sage, bristled like astivitha,

      


      so he sat, head back, peering through wrinkles,


      shooting out words, cracking his knees, and watched


      his flocks, his dogs, and us, missing nothing.

    

  


  An old shepherd turns up and sits with us, sluicing Lambros’s raki down his throat. It seems many days since he has heard a human voice. Behind dusty spectacles his eyes, taking us in glance by glance, are faded blue. He speaks in a cracked voice, his words tumbling over each other in his eagerness to be heard. You could take him for a distracted, even a disassociated man. But I have a feeling he doesn’t miss much.


  Towards nightfall a couple of teenage lads arrive in a pickup to do the milking. The shepherd clambers away up the mountainside and drives the sheep down in a bleating, bell-clonking flock. The boys chivvy and beat them into the pen behind the mitato. Then they take up station, one each side of the exit gap. From either gatepost hangs a loop of rope padded with a sausage of cloth like a horse’s collar. Into these milking straps the boys stoop until the padding lies across their chests. Then they let themselves swing forward, suspended in the padded straps from the anchoring pillars. The simplicity and ingenuity of the arrangement makes itself clear as the milking begins. As the sheep, driven from the rear by the old shepherd, made for the exit, the front runners find themselves grabbed two by two by the lads and deftly hauled round until their udders are neatly positioned over a pair of big milk buckets on the ground. Swinging forward in their straps, the boys empty each udder in a dozen squirts and release the owner to go prancing and leaping to freedom. We time them at it – 15 seconds per sheep, and about 400 in the flock. Milking the whole bunch is under an hour’s work for the two boys. God knows how long it would take, and how much backache, if the lads had to bend and straighten continually to catch, subdue, position and milk each one of those 400 sheep.


  While milking continues we wander off across the slopes of Psiloritis. Lambros pulls us up on the brink of a fearful slot in the limestone that opens grey lips ten feet wide. ‘Sink hole,’ he says, ‘throw in a stone, Christopher.’ We hear it bounce once, twice and three times, then no more. Glancing in, I see a black rock funnel chuting away into darkness. A gleam of old snow lies at the bottom. A hundred feet down? Two hundred? I begin to realise that Iannis Pantatosakis had meant what he said about the dangers of sink holes in the White Mountains, covered in a treacherous crust of thin snow through which the lightest walker might plunge. Once at the bottom of a funnel like that, you could shout all year long and never be heard.


  Back at the mitato we are invited within. A roaring fire of thorns burns on the hearth. The cheese-hut is a single plain room with light bulbs drooping from a wire that crosses the low ceiling. There’s a bed by the fire, a table, a store cupboard. The bare necessities. Here Iannis the shepherd has to stay all summer, from the arrival of the sheep after snowmelt to their departure for the valley before next snowfall. Why? asks Lambros. The shepherd gives a one-word reply. Lambros translates: ‘Sheep stealers.’


  At last it’s time to go. We stumble out onto the mountain in a windy, cloudy night. Jolting down the dirt road with its endless hairpin bends, the pickup develops a squeak that Lambros has never heard before – ‘new music,’ he calls it – to go with the symphony of rattles, clunks, splutters, shudders and ominous grinding noises that are its normal accompaniment. Second gear fails halfway down the mountain. Then the headlights falter and go out. It is ten o’clock at night when we eructate to a stop outside the Taverna Aravanes where Maria and Patricia have been chewing their nails on the doorstep since sundown, convinced we have gone over some precipice and are lying in pieces at the bottom, never to be found again.


  My last day of Amari idling. Patricia, Doug and I take a box of fancy biscuits and pay a call on Nikephoros, the healer of Thronos, and his wife Aretousa. Nikephoros in his mid-seventies cuts a splendid figure, in looks rather like one of those heraldic Chinese dragons, with a halo of white hair and a splendid white beard swept back from a face seamed with wrinkles and tanned by all weathers. A pair of extremely sharp eyes looks out between a snub nose and bushy dark eyebrows. His hands are those of an artist, delicate and expressive, the fingers tapering to a leaf-shaped point.


  Nikephoros is a maker of lyras, like his father and grandfather before him, seeking out asfendos trees on the slopes of Psiloritis to make the boat-shaped bellies of the instruments. He shows us a couple of his lyras, each with a bull of Minos poker-worked into the back. The instruments shine with a dull lustre that enhances every knot and whorl of the asfendos wood. It’s produced by applying enopnevma me to propoli, a mixture of raki-like spirit and the sealant that bees use to construct their waxy combs. So says Nikephoros, pouring a dark red drop onto the lyra from a tiny bottle. It is just one of dozens of cures, potions and healing plants that he brings out for our instruction over the next couple of hours, as Patricia questions and takes notes. The healer is a bit of a showman, too, delighting his audience by striking sparks from a piece of granite with a flint and setting fire to a chunk of mikita, tinder fungus.


  Aretousa, a humorous woman with eyes as bright as her husband’s, brings a basket of herb-baked paximadia and dishes of soft misithra cheese, beans and olives. The wine and raki bottles are uncorked. Nikephoros drinks his raki from a tiny screw-top jar. Soon the lyra is tuned and played, and the table in the long, narrow front room becomes littered with flower stems, crushed leaves, bunches of herbs, olive stones, shot glasses, lyra bows and bits of scribbled-on paper. The air smells of warm bread, strong spirits, beeswax, herbs and burnt mikita, a savour that we carry round with us for the rest of the day.


  Late that evening Lambros takes off for Rethymnon, leaving the imprint of his stubbly cheeks on mine. I feel quite bereft for a few minutes. Then the Kalogeros lyra-player Kosti turns up at the taverna. Free from all constraints, he lets himself rip. Mantinades pour out of his mouth. Long extracts from Kornaros’s epic 17th-century heroic poem Erotokritos are accompanied by the wildest of clashing, scurrying, screeching lyra. Kosti’s head pushes forward, his mouth extended into an abstracted ‘O’, eyes alternately shut, rolled ecstatically ceiling-wards, or fixed unnervingly on and at the same time beyond each of his listeners in turn. It’s a breathtaking display of unbridled musical ferocity. Kosti plays until the dawn is almost on us, and only goes away when the wine runs out.


  Next morning I say goodbye to Patricia and Doug, and eat my final breakfast in Lotus Land – another palikare-style one of dictamos tea and special spicy paximadia – under Maria’s tearful gaze. I give her a big hug and kiss. ‘Farewell, Lady Maria. I am so grateful for all your kindnesses.’ ‘No, no, Lord Christopher, the pleasure has been entirely ours. May you go to the good! May God travel with you!’


  I take a quick look at the map, trying to make a rough calculation of distances. I reckon I have covered some 170 miles, give or take. Maybe 130 to go? 150? In my current state of mind and body, after a fortnight of lazy hedonism, I really couldn’t give a monkey’s. I shoulder the pack (how awkward and heavy that feels after two weeks’ respite!), give the figwood katsouna a preparatory twirl, and walk out of Thronos. At the top of the rise under Katsonissi I take a last look back at the little huddle of white houses at the head of the valley. A couple of strides and it all passes out of view.


  
    
  


  To Sfakia: A Rock and a Hard Place


  (Thronos to Chora Sfakion)


  
    ‘He shall give his angels charge over thee, to keep thee in all thy ways. They shall bear thee up in their hands, lest thou dash thy foot against a stone.’


    Psalm 91

  


  
    The pack was beginning to oppress me in a serious way. Somehow the weight seemed wrong. I stopped by a bulbous old olive tree on the outskirts of Gerakari and took it off to investigate. My big plastic water bottle had mysteriously gained a twin. I unscrewed the top of the newcomer and sniffed. Ah! Kostas Raki’s finest and best – two litres thereof. Maria Papoutsakis must have quietly slipped it in among my possessions this morning, a not-so-little memento of Thronos. I re-shouldered the pack and went on. Weight, shmeight.

  


  Along the mountain road beyond Gerakari I stopped at a little kafenion for a glass of lemonade. The owner, a big slow-moving woman, was shelling broad beans into a bowl at a table outside. Are you from Germany? Where are you going? Where have you come from? The heavy local accent and clipped-off phrases struck oddly on my ear after my fortnight among friends and English-speakers. I was going to have to get used once more to being the stranger, the odd man out.


  ‘You look very hot and sweaty,’ remarked the woman with concern. I was feeling hot and sweaty, yes. The bloody pack, raki and all, was bowing me down. The old sins of commission – too much of Lambros’s wine last night; too much of everything nice but naughty, in fact, during the interval in Thronos. Well, I was heading away from all that now. I kicked a rush-bottomed chair to the table, sat down and helped my hostess finish her bean shelling. My reward: a good double handful of the long green pods, for later consumption with a lick of salt and a snifter of Château Kostas.


  The mountain road led upwards for mile upon mile. In spring a walker tastes the Cretan countryside – the abundant birdsong, the scent and colours of the wild flowers, the tingle of clear spring water on the palate, the rippling grasses – with a pleasure that has vanished from the over-farmed and polluted land of Britain. In the rocky uplands between the hills of Mavro Soros and Mouri I caught and hugged to myself the kind of ecstasy which inspired all those generations of folk songs that began: ‘As I roved out one May morning, to view the valleys and the sweet flowers of spring …’


  At the western edge of the plateau the road dipped in a series of loops and contortions into the lower country around the big regional town of Spili. Paved alleyways and mazy lanes took me down under the huge cliff that rises at the back of the town, depositing me at last in the main square by a gorgeous Venetian fountain – nineteen lion heads all in a row, their snarling mouths gushing water from the hills. The Green Hotel proved to have a room, and a balcony for drying my clothes. The taverna I chose for my evening meal had a problem with its wood-burning grill, but Mr Stratidakis the owner, nothing daunted, fetched his wife’s hair dryer and soon had the fire blown to a roaring heat.


  A French couple paused by my table. A very, very fit-looking couple. The man eyed my plate of chops and spuds, my jug of village wine. Are you walking? Really? This is not good food for a walker! It is necessary to train properly. He patted his washboard stomach, lightly, with satisfaction. I was 60, three years ago, and to celebrate the fact I walked all the way from Le Puy-en-Velay to Santiago de Compostella. 1,500 kilometres – 50 days! All on foot! All alone! Thus one should celebrate an anniversary, and not, if you will permit the observation … Well, at all events, goodnight to you! ‘And bonne nuit to you, salaud,’ I allowed myself to mutter through a mouthful of hair-dried and delicious chips. Back at the Green Hotel I discovered that the French couple were my next-room neighbours, and enthusiastic snorers to boot. Well, bollocks. Just a nip of Château Kostas, why not …?


  I woke to find sunlight on my face. Eleven o’clock in the morning. I was lying on the bed fully clothed. Realisations: (a) Lotus-eating is as tiring as walking. (b) Raki is a tricky friend, and a subtle enemy. I left the rest of the bottle in the room, and hoped the next guest would investigate and appreciate the master craftsmanship of Kostas Raki.


  By the fountain I met an old man with a rubber-tipped and knotty stick. ‘Orea katsouna,’ I ventured. With snippets of Greek, and a lot of pantomime, we compared stick notes. So yours is from Kritsa, eh? Well, well! May I have a look? Yes, this is really fine. Who gave it you? Aphordakos? Can’t say I’ve heard the name – unless it’s the same family as that young runner in the mountains. It is? Well, isn’t that good? Mine is only a European stick, I’m sorry to say. Hardly a stick at all, in the real sense of the word. But this one of yours – now this is a proper Cretan katsouna! I wish I had one. Wouldn’t care to swap, I suppose? No – well, I’ll just have to get someone to go to Kritsa and fetch me one, won’t I? Here it is, sir. Look after it! Goodbye, now!


  The youth of Spili’s secondary school, outside the gates on their lunch break, were not so courteous. In fact they ran me out of town with some shouts and a shower of small playground pebbles. News from Kosovo? Or just smalltownitis?


  E4 came sidling up outside Spili, tugging at my elbow like an ingratiating lover. Oh please, forgive me for my lies and my deceptions. I promise I’ll be good, really I will. Let’s just go down this nice flowery lane, why don’t we, and see if we can’t start over. We kept company together, gingerly, for a few miles, not exactly in close communication but not entirely estranged, through Agia Pelagia and Koxare, Angouseliana and Paleoloutra. Here I discovered with a thrill that I had just walked into the final side of the map. Now, where to stay tonight … E4 seemed to offer nothing for the next seven or eight miles. How about Kanevos, an hour’s walk to the west? As if miffed that my attention had strayed, even for a second, E4 upped and offed, disappearing into the ether without a backwards glance. Decision made, then.


  Rent Rooms Iliomanolis stood at the head of a most beautiful gorge, Kotsifou. I took a stroll down there from Kanevos in the late afternoon under towering and spectacular rock walls. Their opposing curves, if the canyon should happen to have snapped shut, would have fitted as neatly together as a pair of spoons. A clonking of goat bells drew my binoculars to a cave hundreds of feet above, where a couple of goats were nonchalantly browsing. Swifts on passage north from Africa darted about on their evening feeding flight. Above in the blue sky a gryphon vulture wheeled, no doubt waiting (bleached bones on the gorge floor suggested) for one of the goats in the cave to try for a juicy tuft of greenery just that bit too far out of reach. And a dove with pink-grey plumage and a barred tail sat shrilling out a trembling, silvery call on a prinos branch near the top of the cliffs. There were many prinos around the gorge, hunched into clefts, crouching on the skyline, clinging to cracks with contorted roots. I realised how much I had come to admire these mountain trees with their eternal strength, their subtle adaptation to circumstances and their capacity to put up with and even thrive in the harshest of conditions. If ever there was a tree to symbolise the Cretans, it would have to be the prinos.


  In the early evening a young boy with a katsouna big and curly enough to put mine to shame drove a great herd of goats down from the pastures at the rim of the Kotsifou Gorge to be milked, their neck bells making a beautiful melodious ringing – the music of the Cretan highlands. My host Manolis and his wife sat at their kitchen table, stripping the spiked leaves from a vast mound of artichokes. It took them a good couple of hours. I offered my help, but only succeeded in jabbing my fingers so badly that I got blood all over the artichokes and my one clean shirt.


  
    Prinos


    
      
        Prinos, prickly oak, I have admired you

      


      guardsman tall on a skyline, challenging


      all weathers; have seen you hold goats high


      in sinewy hands; have met you crouched in gullies,


      dwarfed by wind, your fingers dug into


      cracks, a grim survivor; and have passed


      your whitened corpse, toppled to a grave


      among dry boulders in a gorge bed.


      
        Tamarisk shades the beach; asfendos sings,

      


      lyra-shaped; men sit under


      plane trees, nibbling olives. Iron-hard


      prinos, you make an everlasting crook


      for goatherds; indomitable, you take your stand


      on mountains, shoulder hardship, and endure.

    

  


  Next day I made north-west at a good lick across the narrow western waist of Crete, leaving the Libyan Sea and the south coast behind me as I set off, and topping a rise within a mile or so to see the Cretan Sea ahead in the Gulf of Amirou on the north coast of the island. Over the grey wall of the Lefka Ori foothills to the west peered the conical crests of the highest White Mountains, still blanketed with snow. They seemed to have marched very close all of a sudden. Whether I was going to be able to make a direct crossing through the High Desert heartland of the White Mountains, or whether I would be obliged to take the south coast route with its great gorges, was not really up to me. In the end it would be the Clerk of the Weather who would give the high-level route the thumbs up or down. Having seen the sink holes on Psiloritis, I knew the heights of Lefka Ori would be impassable under any kind of snow blanket. I needed sun, lots of hot summery sunshine in the next few days, to melt that late-lying snow. It was just a question of wait and see.


  In the month since I set off from Kato Zakros the thistles, poppies and mulleins had all flowered. The roadsides were a madman’s palette of splashed and spattered colours. Down in the tree-hung village of Moundros I got directions from a kafenion owner. See that old kalderimi? Down there, past that black and yellow sign, says epsilon tessera on it – that’ll tell you you’re on the right track. Then you just kind of follow the valley to the north, due north, all the way to Argyroupolis – OK?


  Hello again, E4. Side by side my inconstant lover and I descended the cobbled pathway and made our way through olive groves and stands of cypress into a gorge. Marked on the map? No. The track rose to run through the ruins of a deserted village high on the hillside, then passed a nice bold yellow and black waymark on a boulder and continued its climb as a well-engineered, carefully walled kalderimi. An hour later and 500 feet higher, I pulled out the compass. I was heading due south. Too disillusioned even to curse, I retraced my steps back into the ruined village.


  Just beyond, the track split into two identical paths. One up, one down, neither going north. The map, for what it was worth, showed the path dipping shortly to cross a river. I ventured fifteen minutes along the down track. No signs, no river. Back to the fork. Up the left track for fifteen minutes. No signs, no river, and no northward trend. Not a sound among the trees. I stopped, and could feel my heart beating heavy with rage. Back to Moundros and face a three-hour slog along the tarmac, with Argyroupolis, the City of Silver, a mile away at most? A month ago, confronting the same kind of obstacle at Vori, I’d lacked the confidence to grit my teeth and go for it. Now, with 200 miles and plenty of bumps and bruises, inside and out, under my belt, I was absolutely damned if I was going to go all the way back to Moundros with my tail between my legs. I carried on down the up track, and smacked the first E4 sign I came to so hard I thought I’d cracked my katsouna. It was just as well I hadn’t, because round the corner, just where the track swung decisively north and sloped towards a water splash, an oil-barrel dog kennel blocked the way.


  
    Those dogs


    
      
        Those dogs that writhe black lips back

      


      from traps of teeth, that burst their chains,


      that prowl the tracks thirsty for blood


      the colour of mine, that leap fences,


      
        scale walls, gallop the hills

      


      with lolling tongues dripping; dogs


      that snarl and hackle, tear and rip;


      dogs adrift, abroad, aflame


      
        with killing lust: I know those dogs,

      


      have nurtured them, have laid them on


      my trail myself. Every hour,


      on every path, I will outface them.

    

  


  I had given myself many a talking-to about my Cretan dog phobia. Generally speaking, I love dogs, and they get along pretty well with me. That was the funny thing. No matter how much I tried to reason with myself, no matter how many times I told myself that no packs of rabid hounds roamed the Cretan mountains, somewhere in my psychological backpack the worry drumbeat on. By this stage of the walk I’d got a fairly clear idea that it had nothing to do with reason; that the dogs were just four-legged, fang-baring middle-aged anxieties, running loose in my head but nowhere else. I wrote a poem to expel them and to chide my inner coward, and tried to think of something else.


  Cretan dogs – the real ones – have a bloody time of it. I’d grown used to seeing them roped short to iron stakes in the full sun, or chained like this one into a makeshift kennel, usually an old metal barrel guaranteed to become an oven in summer, a fridge in winter. Sympathy for their plight as a race, however, wasn’t going to get me past this particular cur. I took a firm grip of the katsouna and sidled up level with the barrel. Diogenes looked to be fast asleep. He also looked to be a cross between an Alsatian and a timber wolf – the dog, in fact, of my pre-adventure nightmares. I took a step forward. Like a flash he was out and at the end of his rattling chain, snarling like a lion and doing that terrifying dog thing that involves twisting blue-black lips back into a wrinkled muzzle, exposing shocking pink gums studded with far too many yellow teeth. Those teeth snapped together, so close to my leg that they made an incision in the knee of my trousers as neat as any surgeon could have managed. I said a bad word, lashed out with the katsouna and jumped back ten feet – or that’s what it felt like. Diogenes stayed hackling in the middle of the path for a minute or so. Then he slunk back into his oven and collapsed again with nose on paws, still grumbling, keeping both ears pricked and both eyes fixed on me.


  I pulled up my torn trouser leg, but the yellow teeth had missed me by – quite literally – a whisker. I waited till the shock waves subsided, then inched forward once more. The head came up, the lips flickered, and the growling changed gear like a motorbike meeting the open road. I stepped back. Christ! What now? Then I remembered the slices of paximadia, dried rusk bread, in my pack, left over from today’s picnic lunch. Cretan guard dogs don’t exactly live off the fat of the land. I got a rusk out and threw it to Diogenes. It didn’t bounce twice. Problem solved. I won’t say he licked my hand as I passed, but there was no more of that lip business, and the drooping tail gave the ghost of a wag.


  Argyroupolis, the City of Silver, is one of the most charming spots in Crete, a handsome little town among the mountains, perched on a hilltop above a valley shaded by big sweet chestnut and plane trees where springs of water come gushing and tumbling by the dozen out of ferny clefts in the rocks. The water is the liquid treasure of the City of Silver – it supplies the whole of the town of Rethymnon, and has spawned a clutch of tavernas around the sources, which have used the waterfalls for scenic effect with spillways, sluices and cascades. A steep zigzag path, lit by muted lamps by night, connects the upper town with its springs, and the whole effect is of one of those ‘Little Switzerland’ resorts at the height of some Victorian heyday. Yet you need only a glance around the town to see relics of a far more glorious Venetian past. Along the narrow streets one spots handsome doorways with beautifully carved capitals, fluted columns and elaborately bevelled pediments, some opening onto ancient vaulted interiors, others into wastelands of weeds. One carried the fading inscription ‘Omnia Mundi Fumus Et V…’ (‘…mbra’ was missing) – ‘All this world is but smoke and mirrors’.


  Nowadays it is Stelios ‘Steve’ Manousakas who makes things hum in Argyroupolis. Stelios is an archetype of a very particular kind of modern Cretan – a self-made man who lived away for years in Canada, making money in the restaurant business, and has come back to Argyroupolis with his French-Canadian wife Joanne and a nice wad of money to inject some pep and some prosperity into his home town. An ex-mayor of the place, a proprietor of tourist shops, restaurants and tavernas all over town, he can fix anything for anybody. Needless to say he, too, is a friend of Charis Kakoulakis. ‘In Argyroupolis, Christopher, you will see Mr Manousakas and say that you are my friend. You will have no problems in Argyroupolis.’


  Indeed the only problem I encountered in the bustling little town was finding a time when Stelios Manousakas could make himself available for a chat. ‘Ten minutes, please, at my shop, OK?’ In the event, of course, we sat in the archway outside his tourist shop for three hours, absorbed completely in our talk, while business went on all round us. The returned exile and successful entrepreneur could detail just what was needed for his little town – and by extension, for every town in Crete. Drive, imagination, an ability to see the bigger picture, a willingness to grasp those small opportunities for investment – classy little tourist shops selling soaps and perfumes made locally, decent rent rooms done out the traditional way but with proper mod cons, computers for the use of youngsters with a good idea. ‘But many of us don’t want to see that, or can’t see that. It’s kind of a problem all over the island; how do you get the brightest and the best to stay around and put their eggs into the Crete pot, rather than the Athens pot or the London pot? Or the Canada pot, come to that? And then they have to follow up the bright idea, make it really work. A lot of Crete isn’t quite ready for that yet.’


  The talk, as so often in Crete, turned to war – not the current NATO bombing of Yugoslavia, Stelios didn’t want to open that subject, but the Second World War and how the Greeks felt about the British. Hitherto I’d heard nothing but expressions of brotherhood and mutual goodwill whenever the topic of the British and the war in Crete had been raised. Didn’t you help us drive out the Germans? Weren’t there many brave Englishmen fighting alongside our andartes? We are friends, you know! Good health to the British, and let’s have another! Perhaps unwisely, I made reference to the old shepherd of the Nida plain and his pleasure at discovering, as he thought, that my father had been with the Cretan resistance. Stelios clearly had other ideas, and took pains to redraw the emotional map for me.


  ‘The English are not necessarily regarded as heroes because of the war, you know. The Germans certainly did bad things – for example, they destroyed Kallikratis, where you are going tomorrow. But it must be said that their message when they came was: Leave us alone, and we’ll leave you alone. Many men joined the resistance, left their house and family, went to the mountains. Many suffered, many died.’ Stelios spread his hands, palm up. ‘Then when the world war finished and the Greek civil war began, what happened? The English supported the Greek government, the King, all the forces of reaction. The Greeks saw some people who had collaborated with the Germans given positions of power, given influence and opportunities. ELAS, that was our pro-Communist party, it was defeated, and many good patriotic wartime andartes were killed or discredited. And the people saw the British supporting this. They remembered how at Yalta, Churchill had carved up the world with Stalin and Roosevelt, and Britain had taken Greece as part of its sphere of influence. Lots of Greeks didn’t like that, and they didn’t like the English very much.’


  ‘But what about Crete?’ I said. ‘I’ve never heard a word of this anywhere I’ve been in the island.’


  Stelios shrugged and stirred his coffee. ‘Here in Crete it was different. It always is! We didn’t want to fight each other – we had only isolated incidents, somebody shot here or there. There wasn’t the same bitter struggle. So maybe feelings against the British were not so strong, and maybe that’s still true today. All I am saying is – if you really want to know Crete and the Cretans, you must be realistic and hear all sides. Don’t expect to be treated with special friendliness when you come to Greece, just because you are British and we fought on the same side in the war.’ He looked up under his brows. ‘This is real history I’m telling you, not some romantic bullshit. That’s the way we felt, as Greeks.’


  That evening, on kafenion TV in the town square, a reiteration by NATO of its five demands of Serbia – to stop the killing in Kosovo, to withdraw its forces, to accept a NATO-based international security force, to allow refugees to return, and to work towards a permanent political solution. The spokesman’s harsh, intransigent, uncompromising American voice crackled out: ‘Mr Milosevic has only one exit strategy – to say to our five demands: yes, yes, yes, yes and yes.’


  Leaving Argyroupolis shortly after dawn the following morning, a little sobered and subdued, I passed a number of deflated but still sheep-shaped hides, complete with fleece, skin, hanging blue sinews and blood streaks, laid limply over the roadside fences to dry. The road west ran through the shady Grigaris gorge towards Asi Gonia, home village of George Psychoundakis, the ‘Cretan Runner’. Psychoundakis’s entire flock of sheep was stolen from him after the war, and he endured many vicissitudes, at one low point working as a navvy building the gorge road to raise the means of living for his family. It was during his work breaks, and during quiet periods at night in caves and shelters along this road, that his masterly account of his years in the resistance, The Cretan Runner, took shape. I looked around me, picturing the slight figure crouched scribbling by the flicker of an oil dip, as I walked on into the borders of Sfakia, that harshest, highest, least compromising and most macho of all the regions of Crete.


  If the lowland country of eastern Crete is a ripe fig tree sheltering in a sunny garden, and the central upland a steadfast olive tree nurturing a rich harvest of fruit against the wind and weather, Sfakia in the south-west of the island is a grim and knotty old prinos in a dry crack of the mountains, tough, durable and prickly, carrying the threat of a sharp spike for any intruder. The aspect of Sfakia is rugged and hard, a bare south-facing coast cut with fearsome gorges that rises steeply out of the ink-blue Libyan Sea and climbs for 8,000 feet to a roof of pale, parched mountains. Nothing is easy. Fishing on the rocky coast is unpredictable, shepherding in the remote mountains fraught with hardship and danger. People have to grab what they can, when they can.


  The story the Sfakiots tell about themselves neatly encapsulates their personal mythology. When God made the world, He dealt especially kindly with the people of Crete, for whom He had always a soft spot. Olives were His gift to the folk of Sitia and Selinos, the east and west ends of the island. To dwellers in the low northlands of Crete He offered grapes and wine, to those in Amari the succulent figs and cherries. And lo! He looked on His work and saw that it was good. ‘Hey, Lord!’ complain the Sfakiots, arriving before His throne all riled up and armed to the teeth as usual. ‘What do we get, apart from these dry rocks You’ve dumped in our corner?’ God smiles a half smile and beckons the Sfakiots close. ‘Listen,’ He says, ‘don’t you see, you fools? You just sit here among your rocks while the good people of Sitia and Selinos cultivate their olives, the northlanders their grapes and the men of Amari their fruit trees. Sit tight and silence your empty bellies until every other place in Crete has got its harvest in. Then,’ says God, ‘you Sfakiots can run down there and pinch the lot!’


  Talking in the taverna on the beach at Kato Zakros, the night before I set off on my walk through Crete, I’d mentioned my intention of passing through Sfakia towards the end of the expedition. The taverna owner, a native of east Crete, had produced a wordless comment I’d sometimes seen before when Sfakia was under discussion: a bending and flexing of the right arm to mime formidable strength, accompanied by a screwing of the left forefinger into the side of the head to imply craziness. Mainstream Crete looks on Sfakia with a mixture of admiration, disapproval and a patronising kind of amusement. Sfakia returns the compliment, with interest. To Sfakiots, traditionally, the rest of Crete seems a pallid, limp-wristed kind of place. Sfakia is the only country for a proper man, and these men do their best to live up to the image. You’ll see more beards, more black shirts and baggy breeches, more leather knee-boots and twisted sariki headbands in Sfakia than in all the rest of modern Crete put together. Historically Sfakia with its rugged mountains and remote fastnesses was the main centre of resistance to invaders. There is still strong local pride in stories of Sfakiot rebel leaders, from possibly mythical ones like Kandanoleon and his ghastly death by hanging at the cruel hands of the Venetians after being captured at a drunken wedding celebration, to Daskalogiannis and his ghastly death by flaying at the cruel hands of the Turks after he had upset the Pasha of Iraklion. Spend any time around the village of Koustogerako in the mountains above Sougia, and someone will tell you of how when the Germans had the women and children of the village lined up for execution in September 1943, Kosti Paterakis fired a miraculous shot from his hiding place nearly a quarter of a mile away which killed the machine-gunner and put the Germans to flight. Kosti’s brother, eagle-nosed Manoli, one of the most famed and feared resistance fighters and a valued colleague of George Psychoundakis and Patrick Leigh Fermor, died in his hale and hearty old age long after the war, tumbling from a peak as he chased an aegagros. Even though Koustogerako lies over the border in the neighbouring province of Selinos, this was the ultimate exit for a Sfakiot hero. On kafenion walls and in private houses throughout Sfakia the likenesses of these palikares still hang in amateur etchings, flyblown daguerreotypes and fading black-and-white photographs. Their fierce spirit still pervades the region. The inter-family feuds that used to plague much of upland Crete have virtually disappeared from the island, but some still smoulder in the Sfakian mountains, usually sparked off by sheep-stealing or land encroachment. From time to time someone gets hurt, or is ‘persuaded’ to leave their village along with their family; every now and then someone is shot. Sfakia is not a place for milksops.


  In Asi Gonia the old men sitting on their narrow kafenion chairs under the plane trees looked tremendously impressive with their sweeping moustaches and curly katsounas. The tarmac ended a few hundred yards beyond the village, and the dirt road commenced a steep seven-mile climb into the hills to the west. I climbed with it, sweating buckets, stopping every hour to get the pack off and take a slug of water. At every hairpin bend on the steep, shadeless road I tipped my hat to a new angle to keep the sun off my already stinging face. Unseasonably hot weather for May, the locals had said. I hoped it had melted the snow on the high desert of Lefka Ori as well as roasting me. The steep grey mountains I could see rising in front looked daunting enough, but I well knew they were really only foothills. Up at the pass, staring ahead, a familiar trick of perspective kicked in; the rugged grey mountains shrank as if sucked downwards into the lower country, while the pointed heads of the central mountains of Lefka Ori rose behind and above them, streaked and whorled with snow, like hooded bullies peering over the shoulders of the juniors to watch a playground scrap. They did look very snowy still. Tomorrow night, with luck, I would be sleeping near Askifou, the start of E4’s climb into the central desert of the White Mountains. A phone call then to Pantelis would settle whether the high crossing would be feasible or not.


  The mountain village of Kallikratis, one of the remotest in these hills, lay among its trees in a hidden valley. A summer village, inhabited from May till November by shepherds and the tenders of olive groves and vineyards, its tiny population of 30-odd had just arrived for their six-month tenure. Everyone relied for transport on rattletrap pickups and a selection of donkeys and mules. Walking the dirt road through the village I saw large numbers of abandoned houses, tottering Turkish archways opening on to mildewed, roofless rooms, sun-cracked doors hanging drunkenly open. Under tangles of fig branches, heaps of stones from half-collapsed walls lay where they had fallen. What could have brought such ruin to the place?


  Black-shirted and handsomely moustached Stelios Giannakakis, vigorous in his late middle age, received me at his kafenion with real hospitality. Pantatosakis? Of course I know the man! A true palikare – he has trodden every stone in Crete. Any friend of Pantatosakis is a friend of mine, end of story. You are hungry? Tsikoudia first – that’s what we call raki in these parts. Yia-sou, Christophere! Yia mas, Stelios! Now: salad, bread, misithra, some chips, some wine. That’s the best I can do for now, I’m sorry. Where are you staying tonight? Sleeping out in that little bag? Not at all! You’ll sleep to spiti, at my house. Nonsense, not another word!


  In the long, lazy afternoon I turned to the Psalmist on the kafenion verandah. He was inconsolable: in utter, abject misery. ‘My days are consumed like smoke, and my bones are burned as a hearth … By reason of the voice of my groaning my bones cleave to my skin. I am like a pelican of the wilderness: I am like an owl of the desert. I watch, and am as a sparrow alone upon the housetops … For I have eaten ashes like bread, and mingled my drink with weeping.’


  Stelios’s sons and friends sat tight in the shade inside the kafenion, watching TV. The rumble of explosions and wail of ambulance sirens came faintly out to the veranda where Christos, the older brother of Stelios, sat beside me and drank coffee. I laid my little customised phrase-book on the table and cranked up a halting conversation, amplified with plenty of hand signals and facial contortions. Why were there so many ruined houses in Kallikratis? Was it just the result of depopulation, of the hardships of the shepherding life? No, said Christos – it was the Germans, back in 1944.


  ‘I was about 8 or 9 years old then. Up in the hills around were the andartes, fighting the Germans however they could. There was one Englishman who stayed up there that we called “O Tom” (Tom Dunbabin, the senior British officer liaising with the resistance groups in Crete). He was very fierce with the Germans. I used to go up where he was hiding and bring him milk. The RAF planes would come over at night and drop everything the andartes needed – clothes, food, equipment, arms, radios.


  ‘The andartes pulled off a big coup in the spring of 1944 when they captured the chief German, General Kreipe, and took him over the mountains to Rhodakino and then away to Egypt. It was a great triumph for them, but it brought trouble here later on. The Germans came to Kallikratis, thousands of them, in October, and they blew up and burned all the village. They shot some people, too, including women – about twenty men and about ten women, I think. I was only a boy, but I remember taking Stelios – he was 3 years old – and going up into the mountains to be safe. These houses that were blown up … some have never been rebuilt, as you see. For us they have become a sort of memorial, I suppose.’


  The TV explosions abruptly ceased as the set was switched off. A couple of old men came stumping onto the veranda, angrily expostulating to each other. I thought they were having an argument with each other, but then the words ‘Kosovo’ and ‘bombas’ emerged from the tirade. One of them caught sight of the fair-haired stranger. Yermanika? Amerika? Oh, English! Listen, I fought alongside the English during the war, but this is too much! Do you know what we have just seen in there? It’s intolerable! NATO are fascists, no better than that. Where will it end? What do the Americans think they are doing? What – are the Balkans their colony? Come on, what do you have to say to me, eh?


  What would have happened if I had been able to muster a cogent defence in decent Greek? Such was his fury, the grandfather would probably have struck me with his stick. My lack of a tongue saved me. Oh, terrible! War is bad – very bad! No war! My poor platitudes didn’t please the old man, but neither did they bring his anger to the point of explosion. He glared at me with contempt. Humph! Is that all you can say? Huh! You’re a disgrace to the Englishmen I knew. Pathetic! And with that he turned on his heel and marched off.


  Later I learned the cause of his rage. A NATO airstrike had hit a civilian convoy in the early hours of that morning at Korisa, a village near Prizren in Kosovo, killing nearly ninety Albanian Kosovars. The film of the aftermath, originally broadcast on Serbian TV and replayed all over Greece, was the most graphic and disgusting yet shown. It struck me forcibly, and with shame, how quickly one could isolate oneself in these wild mountains from events in the wider world. Only last night I had sat in Argyroupolis and shivered to hear the stony American voice of the NATO spokesman dictating what Mr Milosevic’s response to the organisation’s demands must be: yes, yes, yes, yes and yes. Today I had not even thought of Kosovo. Absorbed in Christos Giannakakis’s account of the war of sixty years ago, I had taken the TV explosions and sirens for the soundtrack of a Hollywood film.


  I woke in the middle of the night in desperate need of a pee. I was hunched up under a blanket on a carved bench twenty feet long that ran the length of the Giannakakis house, a single large room spanned by a great Turkish arch of stone. Striped rugs covered the concrete floor. A wooden ladder stood propped against the sill of the elevated, open-ended compartment where Stelios slept. Other cubbyholes and cubicles had been formed with clapboard partitions, and in these lay half a dozen family members or maybe more. Before dropping off to sleep on my bench I had registered them vaguely as politely smiling shapes flitting past to their alcoves in various stages of night attire.


  Problem: the lavatory was outside across the yard. How was I going to traverse and get out of a darkened house full of sleepers behind flimsy partitions, then do the whole thing in reverse, without waking the entire family? Obviously you can’t, I told myself, so just turn over and go back to sleep. It never works like that, does it? The urge to empty my bladder, as is the way of such things, became more imperative the longer I lay and tried to conquer it. I slipped out from under the blanket and stole across the room. One of the rugs almost tripped me, but I recovered my balance at the expense of a stubbed toe. The front door was of a design that incorporated a sheet of opaque glass loosely inserted into a metal frame. It rattled like the devil when I put pressure on the door handle, but I got it open, slipped through and closed it again without mishap. So far, so good.


  After seeking and finding the sweetest of relief, I re-entered the house and eased the front door silently shut once more – or would have done, if the night wind hadn’t crept playfully up to seize it suddenly from my grasp and slam it shut with an almighty bang and rattle. Everyone stopped snoring, groaned, turned over, sighed, sat up. What the hell …? Father, is that you? What’s going on? Oh, it’s that vagabond, that Englishman. Well, really, I know they’re all supposed to be mad, but this is a bit much. Do you know what the time is? It’s all right for gentlemen of leisure like you, but the rest of us have to be up early – you know, work? Ever heard of it?


  
    When I sat down in Kallikratis


    
      
        ‘The Germans came,’ said Christos, miming

      


      dynamite or flames, disaster


      roaring upwards. On his middle finger


      blood gleamed: a milking accident.


      
        ‘The houses – pouf!’ Beyond the terrace, stone

      


      doorways gracefully arched


      open arms of hospitality, though


      their walls slumped into rubble.


      
        ‘They shot the women …’ Grumbling in black, an old

      


      man heaving himself along,


      goat on a rope, stooped for stones to fire


      at dogs prying among the ruins.


      
        ‘I hid my brother.’ At the other table

      


      Stelios yawned, stretched his legs,


      nodded to me. Inside, his boys sat close,


      watching a television war.


      
        ‘Serbia – bad!’ Crackle of flames, raw crash

      


      of houses, widowers weeping, boys


      clinging together: this was what I found


      when I sat down in Kallikratis.

    

  


  Most of this, of course, took place only in the theatre of my skull, behind my burning cheeks. In point of fact the Giannakakis family, far too polite to remonstrate with the stranger within the gates, sighed quietly once more and recomposed itself for sleep. Meanwhile, feeling like the bounder in an H.M. Bateman cartoon – ‘The Man Who Raised Cain And Didn’t Care’ – I crept back to my bench, too abashed to remember the Greek for ‘sorry’.


  Next morning I bid Stelios goodbye. He wouldn’t accept a penny for the two good meals and the night’s accommodation, but modestly asked if I might send him a copy of the photograph I took of him. I cast around for E4, and found it very fulsomely signposted out of the village. Unfortunately, as I discovered a mile or so down the path, this was an alternative sidetrack leading down to the south coast. The main E4 route, west out of Kallikratis towards the White Mountains, ran innocent of all indications. For me the hopelessness of European Hiking Route E4 waymarking had long become a standing joke, a jolly jape. But I found that at this advanced stage of the journey, three-quarters of the way through Crete, I didn’t really care. The dirt roads, kalderimi, dusty paths and village lanes had somehow turned out to form their own heterodox highway to the west, quite passable and even reliable if one simply gave oneself up to it in faith and hope.


  Faith and hope were needed, too, on the many-headed road across the hills from Kallikratis. I tossed a coin at a couple of turnings and threw paximadia to a couple of wolfdogs that ran across my path, and arrived in the village of Askifou full of self-satisfaction and confidence. That lasted only as long as it took to get through to Pantelis Kampaxis on the crackly public phone. ‘I am sorry, Christopher, but I have spoke to Pantatosakis and to George Aphordakos. They say it will be too difficult to go to Lefka Ori because of the snow. I am really sorry.’


  So that was it, the unassailable verdict. The south coast and the gorges for me.


  In the evening the main square of Askifou is a pleasant place to sit under the aspen trees, watching the orange light of sunset fade on the eastern mountains. Four little kafenia surround the square; the village men wander very slowly between them or sit in twos and threes, joining or ducking out of a more or less public conversation as they choose, joking with passing acquaintances, shouting a response to hoots from friends going past in pickups, hawking and spitting, patting children on the head as they scoot by, chewing over weighty matters and trivialities. This expansive rumble and trickle and occasional explosion of men’s voices, counterpointed by the lighter notes of the women sitting and chatting as they shell beans and strip mountain herbs on their doorsteps in the street behind the main drag, backgrounded by the birds chirruping the sun down in the aspens and plane trees, is the keynote of a Cretan hill village at this particular time of day.


  Copper-coloured beetles were hatching out all over Sfakia. The species seemed very inefficiently designed. Any slight puff of wind would blow them over on their backs, where they would remain helplessly thrashing, at the mercy of any passing predator, until first one and then another claw would chance on an anchoring point and they would be able to flick themselves right way up again. They seemed programmed to climb everything vertical – trees, table legs, lamp posts, fennel stems, and my trouser legs as I sat with a cold Amstel beer and an aluminium dish of pistachio nuts. Three had made it round and up the overhang of the table-top, and were crawling in a rather aimless fashion across the tin surface as if uncertain what to do now. In my state of blissful idleness, and seeing that I had not only two protagonists but also a control group (albeit of only one participant), plus the means (the kafenion owner’s charming daughter had just set a complimentary thimble of tsikoudia in front of me), I decided to carry out a scientific experiment. Do copper-coloured beetles get drunk, and if so, on what?


  I blobbed a large drop of Amstel and a slightly smaller drop of tsikoudia onto the table. The ‘volunteers’ approached. All shied away from the tsikoudia like Blue Ribbon spinsters in a distillery. Their reaction to the drop of beer, though, was significant. Beetle One – the largest – sank its face into the Amstel, drank at least half, crawled off with no visible signs of staggering, and then stopped dead as if suddenly hit by an ‘Oh-Christ’ moment. Beetle Two, the smallest, drank the rest of the beer, crawled after Beetle One and leaped on its back, initiating a bar-room brawl (or was it a priapic orgy?) that had them grappling all over the table in an inextricable embrace. Beetle Three, meanwhile, ignored both beer and brawl, made for a peanut and remained clamped to it, licking the salt.


  Conclusion: beer and peanuts are better for you than hard liquor, but may still lead to trouble.


  At my lodgings I found my eyesight no longer permitted me to pass the end of a thread through the eye of a needle. I tried for twenty minutes, then asked the taverna owner’s wife if she would kindly do it for me. With Herman Munster stitches I contrived to sew up the rip that the Diogenes of the oil-barrel kennel had torn in the knee of my walking trousers, and went to bed determined not to mind too much about the snow and the White Mountains. It wasn’t a very peaceful night, though. The Askifou nocturne consisted of the customary barking of the village dogs, the dinging and donging of sheep bells from a fold on the mountainside, and the sounds of l’amour through the wall of the neighbouring bedroom where an enviably inexhaustible French cyclist who had ridden all the way up from Iraklion that day (so he’d boasted) was doing his best to ride all night long, too. He made both mattress and mistress squeak till dawn.


  Eventually I gave up the struggle to sleep, fetched the Odyssey from the backpack and had it finished by first light. Though the Psalms had proved my staple literary fare throughout this walk, Homer had given me a lot of fun, too, and a breath or two of inspiration. If any couple ever overcame a superabundance of trials and tribulations it was Odysseus and his Penelope, reunited at the winning post after being parted all that time. Our hero dealt with the weaselly suitors and with the sexually collaborative handmaidens of his house in terrifying style, too. And that wretched goatherd Melanthius who’d sided with the opposition. God, what a way to die. There was no doubt about it; whatever about Odysseus being born in Ithaca, the man was clearly a Sfakiot, and a black-shirted palikare to boot.


  Blissed-out contentment from the Psalmist in the morning. The self-abasement in the dust, the eating of ashes and drinking of tears had been abandoned in favour of sublime praise of God’s creation: ‘God who layeth the beams of his chambers in the waters: who maketh the clouds his chariot: who walketh upon the wings of the wind … he watereth the earth from his chambers. The earth is satisfied with the fruit of thy works! Wine that maketh glad the heart of man, and oil to make his face to shine. The trees of the Lord are full of sap; the cedars of Lebanon, which he hath planted; where the birds make their nests: as for the stork, the fir trees are her house.’ The Psalmist even went so far as to smile upon the ocean, so often a terror to him. Today he was happy to eulogise ‘this great and wide sea, wherein are things creeping innumerable, both small and great beasts. There go the ships,’ rejoiced the Psalmist, ‘there is that leviathan, whom thou hast made to play therein. These all wait upon thee …’


  It was the sea I was longing to set eyes on today – the Libyan Sea of the south coast, glimpsed from the summits of Thripti and Psiloritis and from many a pass and high viewpoint over these past five weeks, but never actually encountered. It was a short walk, but a spectacular one, down to the sea from the village of Imbros, winding into the bowels of the earth through the snaking contortions of the Imbros Gorge.


  Before entering the gorge I bought a copy of the English translation of the local guide to the chasm, a publication intended to attract foreign tourists, but so Sfakiot in spirit that it featured among its illustrations a graphic shot of a couple of butchered sheep with the alluring caption ‘Slaughtered Animals’. In fact, for the final and definitive summing up of the Sfakiot character, one can’t do better than turn to this guidebook: ‘Heroic people … the purest in Crete. Tall, slim people with a look of intelligence always present to accompany their hard characteristics. They are egoists, ambitious, liberal and generous. They, rightfully so, have a high self esteem. When their pride is insulted they will not think twice. They will sacrifice everything they own, even their lives, a way of showing that they will observe and preserve ancient customs and traditions. They are well known for their hospitality, and their true love for big feasts and beauty.’


  Once into the Imbros Gorge I dropped 2,000 feet in a couple of hours through the rock-walled canyon, so narrow that at one point I stretched out my arms and found I could touch both sides at once. Down this shadowed cleft in May 1941 passed thousands upon thousands of Allied soldiers, thirsty and exhausted beyond coherence after a three-day forced march from the north coast under repeated air attacks, hoping against hope to be evacuated that night or the next from the tiny south coast harbour of Chora Sfakion. A wartime tin helmet hung by its chin-strap from the branch of a tree as I passed, as if abandoned there only an hour ago by its owner.


  Out over the sheet of flood pebbles at the bottom of the gorge, and on west to Chora Sfakion with the sea on my left hand. A big moment, this. From now on the Libyan Sea would always be there, an infallible guide over the last eighty miles or so. The map (and why did I imagine I could trust it now?) showed a confident, unmistakable red line, unbroken and unwavering, hugging the shore from Chora Sfakion all the way to journey’s end at Hrissoskalitissas, the Monastery of the Golden Step. No ifs, no buts, no ins and outs. E4, you beauty, you’re coming good at last!


  
    
  


  Of Earth and Dreams


  (Paleochora to Hrissoskalitissas)


  
    ‘Praise the Lord from the earth, ye fire and hail; snow, and vapour; stormy wind fulfilling his word; mountains and all hills; fruitful trees and all cedars; both young men, and maidens; old men and children; praise ye the Lord.’


    Psalm 148

  


  
    On with the boots on a late May morning, on along the road for the last step of the way. The great mountains were behind me now. Bare cliffs of orange rock and long grey ridges guarded my right flank as I followed the sea road west; a scrubby coast of tamarisk, bamboo and dwarf pine, among which unfinished buildings bristled with roof rods and ranks of tattered plastic greenhouses grew cucumbers and tomatoes. Builders’ yards; a go-kart track closed for the winter that looked as if it might never open again; a few downbeat rent rooms. A subfusc coast that hadn’t managed to drag itself into the reviving sunlight of tourism. Its shabbiness didn’t bother me. Somewhere not too far ahead, a dozen miles perhaps, lay Hrissoskalitissas, the Monastery of the Golden Step, my journey’s end. One foot in front of the other and I’d see it, between one swing of the katsouna and the next.

  


  Suddenly I was tired – bloody tired. A half-finished rent rooms offered itself in a dusty chicken yard. I got a room and sat poleaxed on its grubby little balcony all day. But I couldn’t sleep. When I did doze off, it was to dream of Hrissoskalitissas and its golden stairway. By six in the morning I was gone. Last day on the road, with the cracked boots flapping and the map breaking apart at the seams. I scarcely needed it now. E4, having played the haughty paramour for so long, had come over all cuddly and close on this final day. Striped poles abounded, tin signs glinted in the sun, rocks and trees carried brave stripes of black and yellow as if it was Cup Final morning.


  
    The tattered map


    
      
        The map is fraying now, its creases

      


      fluffing apart with daily sweat soak.


      Sfakia is soon to be an island; Ghavdos


      will fall off the edge of the world.


      
        It never was a good map; hopeless liar,

      


      rotten spiv of a guide. I know its


      little indiscretions, its false economies of scale:


      the hidden churches, invisible villages,


      snake roads shown straight, uncharted plunge of


      canyons into contourless shadow.


      
        I can forgive the bad advice,

      


      the lost paths that bruised my temper.


      Now I read each line on its shifty face


      more avidly than any traveller’s tale.


      These innocent whorls rise into the naked


      peaks that made my breath catch;


      this green streak chasms into a gorge


      packed with boulders where I crept,


      overawed, a morsel in a giant throat that


      might clear itself with one tremendous choke.


      
        I have hated that map with a whole heart,

      


      have sworn at it, have roared with rage,


      bamboozled, forced faute de mieux to be its


      silly dupe, mile after mile.


      
        Three more days, and I can be quit of its

      


      dumb insolence. Then I will fold each


      tattered fragment as carefully as bridal lace,


      carry it home, and treasure it like gold.

    

  


  Summer had come to the coast of Crete. The grasses by the path were dry and weightless, the fields brown, the air full of dust devils. Shepherds parked their pickups on the rocky fields among congregations of madly bleating sheep and unloaded green stuff they had fetched from the mountain plains. The pale grey flanks of the hills quivered in heat haze. I followed the stony path down past Crio, where I had been told that springs of fresh water surface in the bay. As if on cue, a fisherman out in a long green boat dipped a plastic container in the sea and raised it dripping to his mouth. Drops flashed from his arms like diamonds. It seemed a kind of miracle.


  Stumbling across thick sand, scrambling over rocks and pushing through tangles of juniper, I came to Elafonissi, the Island of Deer. ‘Oh, ruined! Completely ruined since they allowed the cars to drive down,’ grumbled a Frenchwoman who was sharing the shade of an olive tree with me. ‘Now when I first came here, thirty years ago …’


  Elafonissi is one of those places that people cherish in jealous recollection. Over a taverna table in Paleochora one of the jolly Germans had confided, with misty eyes: ‘Elafonissi, now … that’s a place with magic, plenty of magic.’ So it had seemed to adventurous visitors in the 1960s, when they found the track around the hillside and followed it down to find the scimitar-shaped isthmus flanked by white beaches and a limpid turquoise sea. A lonely place, a few lucky people’s secret. Now a dirt road had been pushed to the water’s edge, and half-built hotels were beginning to march seaward. It was a time of lamentation among those middle-aged children of the golden past. But for me this day, shirt off and wading into that beautiful sea, all was bright and touched with enchantment.


  On now along the road, through the dusty coastal plain, out to the westernmost corner of Crete. A block of white, a holy citadel raised high on a rock – Hrissoskalitissas, floating like a ship on a silvery sea of olive leaves. Churches, houses, monastic cells, storerooms all huddled together, a dazzle of white under a cluster of bright blue domes. I sat down on a rock, staring. The map, what there was left of it, showed the thin red line of E4 running on northwards for another thirty miles or more before burying its head in the Gulf of Kissamou between the peninsular horns of the island of Minos. And then where? Over to Cyprus, back to Greece, out into the wild blue yonder? I didn’t know. My false-hearted lover had put me through the mill all right. I had tasted magic because of her, all the same, and was thankful. Now she was out of my system. Go where she would, I wasn’t following.


  I climbed the long stairway that I had dreamed of, gilded from top to bottom in brilliant sunshine. Whatever the state of my heart and soul, it seemed an irrelevance now to look for the golden step. In the monastery courtyard the solitary monk of Hrissoskalitissas came hurrying to greet the stranger. Dressed in a dusty and much-patched blue cassock, his mage’s hair and beard floating in a soft white cloud behind him, there was a saintly and at the same time an earthy air to Papa Nektarios – Father Sweetness. Welcome, my friend! You look a little tired. Here are raki, sweet biscuits, water, apples. Where have you travelled from? Hah, that’s a long way. Where will you sleep tonight? Why not here? Certainly there’s room – one old monk can’t sleep in twenty cells, you know!


  The cell was spartan – a lumpy bed, a wooden door nailed and shuttered, a small hatch for communication with the outside world. To me it seemed perfection, a simple end to a long and ravelled journey. Dog-tired and drained of steam, still I couldn’t sleep that night. Somewhere inside, the spring of energy still bubbled. I sat on the monastery wall, looking across the valley to where black outlines of mountains rose into a starry sky, until the mightiest of yawns almost broke my jaw in two.


  Bells woke me, clashing the day to life. Up on the windy terrace Father Sweetness was laughing out loud and hauling bell ropes as if bracing round a set of celestial topsails. It was Pentecost Sunday. In a little while I would haul my wind and square away for other shores. But there was something to do first, a seal to set on things. In the monastery church, in front of a thousand-year-old icon of the Virgin, a cornucopia of offerings lay heaped on a lace mat. Among taximata and lucky charms, between a marriage ring and a tiny golden heart, I placed the sea-smoothed pebble I had carried across the island of earth and dreams.


  
    
  


  Author’s Note


  The bombing of Yugoslavia by NATO in 1999 lasted from 24 March until mid-June, a couple of weeks after I had returned home from Crete. By then NATO was considering a ground invasion, although US President Bill Clinton was reluctant to commit American troops. However, Finnish and Russian negotiators finally persuaded Yugoslav President Slobodan Milosevic of the seriousness of the threat of invasion, and he agreed to allow a military presence, KFOR (Kosovo Force), into Kosovo. This force, under UN auspices but containing NATO elements, incorporated troops from France, Germany, Britain, Italy, the United States and Greece.


  On 12 June 1999 KFOR began to enter Kosovo. Within three weeks some 500,000 refugees, mostly Albanian Kosovars, had returned home. By the end of November all but a handful were back where they had fled from in the spring, finding when they returned that most of the Serbian Kosovars who had been their neighbours – up to 250,000 people – had in their turn fled over the Serbian border for fear of reprisals.


  Accurate casualty figures are hard to come by, but best estimates are that NATO strikes killed over a thousand civilians during the campaign. They also caused up to 5,000 military casualties. NATO casualties amounted to two US helicopter pilots.


  Mass graves of Albanian Kosovars killed by Serbian forces were found in Serbia as well as in Kosovo. Estimates are that up to 10,000 may have been killed.


  President Milosevic was deposed in 2000, and went on trial in The Hague the following year, accused of genocide and crimes against humanity. He died on 11 March 2006, before his trial could be completed.


  Since 1999 Kosovo has continued to be administered by the United Nations. At the time of writing (spring 2007) its future status – whether as an independent state or as a part of Serbia – is still being debated.


  As for the Cretan section of European Hiking Path E4 – it is far more widely mentioned online nowadays than was the case in 1999. A few more walkers have ventured its baffling byways. But reports suggest it is fundamentally no better waymarked, no easier to follow than when I set out to see where it would lead me. No reliable guidebook in English yet exists – that potential best-seller is waiting to be written by some intrepid soul. E4 could be the Pennine Way of Crete, or the Coast-to-Coast – a much-loved, much-travelled path. At present it remains elusive, enigmatic and fluid; a challenge to all comers, infrequently attempted, seldom accomplished. With all the imperfections and inherent difficulties of the path, there is no more entrancing way to discover the Mediterranean’s largest and most magical island. However, E4 offers no guarantees of safety or success. So perhaps it is just as well that it remains in an unfinished and unpolished state – a rare diamond in the rough.
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