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Introduction


Roumeli is not to be found on maps of present-day Greece. It is not a political or an administrative delimitation but a regional, almost a colloquial, name; rather like, in England, the West or the North Country, the Fens or the Border. Its extent has varied and its position has wandered rather imprecisely. A few centuries ago it meant roughly the north of the country (as opposed to the Morea, the archipelago and the Greek-inhabited provinces of Asia Minor) from the Bosphorus to the Adriatic Sea and from Macedonia to the Gulf of Corinth. After the War of Independence, the name shrank to designate the southern part of this great area; the mountainous strip of territory lying between the Gulf and the northern frontier that separated the new Greek Kingdom from the unredeemed lands that still remained, politically, part of the Ottoman Empire. The line stretched from the Ambracian Gulf to the Gulf of Volo. The Balkan Wars and then the Great War advanced Greece’s frontiers in two great northward leaps and doubled the extent of the country; but, on modern Greek lips, Roumeli is still limited to that part of it between the Gulf and the superannuated line. Rather arbitrarily, rather high-handedly and with some misgiving, perhaps seduced by the strangeness and the beauty of the name—the stress falls on the first syllable, turning Roumeli into a dactyl—I have reverted, as cover for these wanderings, to the earlier and looser application of the name. This obsolete and elastic use simultaneously provides an alibi from the strict modern sense and an illusory semblance of unity to these random journeys. Better still, the trisyllable itself is full of echoes and hints and buried meanings which are deeply relevant to the book’s main theme.


Greece is changing fast and the most up-to-the-minute account of it is, in some measure, out of date by the time it appears. The record of these journeys, then, undertaken a few years ago and all of them prompted by abstruse private motives, would be a deluding guide. Commodious charabancs have now replaced the ramshackle country buses, great roads cleave their way through the heart of remote villages and quantities of hotels have sprung up. Monasteries and temples which, almost yesterday, were only to be reached by solitary and exacting climbs are now the brief staging points of highly organized and painless tourism in multitudes. For the first time since Julian the Apostate, fumes drift through the columns, and a traveller must retire deep into the hinterland for the wireless to be out of earshot. All this is a source of direly-needed revenue and a joy to many; the occasional Greek or foreign dissenter can always stalk off petulantly into the wilderness and out of range. Indeed, it is into this contracting wilderness that these pages for the most part lead.


A list of all the Greek friends who have helped with advice, guidance, hospitality, criticism and every conceivable support would be impressively large; but not nearly as large as the debt I owe them for many years of kindness, stimulus, and delight. I would also like to thank other allies for their patience and forbearing during a long gestation. The only sad aspect of the task of rendering thanks is the thought that this book will only reach one of the two friends to whom it was dedicated at the outset.


P. M. L. F.


St Fermin—Passerano nel Lazio—Forio
—Locronan—Lismore—Dumbleton—
Branscombe—Sevenhampton—Kalomitsi.





CHAPTER I


The Black Departers


Alexandroupolis is a large town, but there is nothing overpoweringly urban about the Alexandroupolitans; rather the reverse. Athenian civil servants groan when they are nominated here and young officers, faced by this Thracian exile, look at each other askance. (It was not always so. In the tales of my friend Yanni Peltekis, who lived here in Turkish times as a child, it sounds as full of adventure and mystery as a city in the Arabian Nights.) I had taken a strong liking to it, perhaps because it was my first Greek town after a few years’ absence. But I could see that too long a sojourn might wither its delights.1 Many of the limitations of a new provincial town pervade it, and the evening hours of the officers and civil servants are spanned by familiar anecdotes and yawns and yet another coffee and the click of amber beads falling through fingers that refrain from raising a cuff to reveal the time; they know full well that it is still too early for bed. The tedium of unchosen and unchanging company lurks there. If a joke is worth making, it is worth making often, think some; other more fastidious ones suffer acutely from the Inbite of Agenwit.


All at once, however, the yawns of the evening boulevard were halted by the passing of a wild, solitary and alien figure that no streets or houses should ever have confined: a man as inappropriate in these tame surroundings as a wolf in the heart of Athens. A rough black pill-box was tilted askew on his matted and whiskered head. His black double-breasted waistcoat of homespun goats’ hair was tucked into a black sash below which a hairy and broad-pleated black kilt jutted stiffly to his knees. Black tights of the same stifling stuff covered his long legs and he was shod in those Greek mountain shoes that turn up at the tip and curl back in a broad canoe-like prow and end in a wide black pom-pom covering the front of the foot. The thick soles were clouted and the nails grated underfoot. He loped along the middle of the road, gazing ahead as though to avoid the contaminating houses. A long shepherd’s staff, whose crook was a carved wooden snake, lay across his shoulders. He had looped his arms over it in the flying and cruciform position in which many mountaineers carry their crooks and their guns. He was, in fact, a Sarakatsán. Heads turned under the dusty acacias as he passed and the smack of cards and the clatter of backgammon counters died down for a few moments. I got up and dogged his steps at a discreet distance.


Sarakatsáns have always filled me with awe. I first saw them years ago when I was walking across Bulgaria to Constantinople. A gathering of beehive huts was scattered over the wintry hills slanting to the Black Sea; brushwood folds ascended the green slopes and thousands of shaggy black goats and sheep grazed over the rainy landscape, their heavy bronze bells filling the air with a many-toned and harmonious jangle. Here and there like dark monoliths under the wheeling crows herdsmen leaned on their lance-long crooks, their faces almost lost in the deep hoods of high-shouldered goats’ hair capes reaching to the ground; capes of so coarse a weave and so stiff with rain that their incumbents could almost step forth and leave them standing like sentry-boxes. Riding across Greek Macedonia the next year, I saw them again and even stayed a night in one of their smoky wigwams. Later I met them often, all over northern Greece: in the plains in winter and in the mountains in summer; always on the skyline or in the middle distance. True nomads, these self-appointed Ishmaels hover on the outskirts of ordinary Greek life as fleetingly as a mirage; they manifest themselves to mortals in faraway glimpses. Suddenly, in the high midsummer Pindus and Rhodope and in the Roumeli sierras, a ravine’s twist lays bare their impermanent hamlets of cones. In winter, from the snows that have banished them, one can discern their clustering huts in the plains, the ascending smoke and the grazing flocks. In spring their beasts and their long caravans of horses, laden with all they possess, wind into the thawed mountains, halting at night in a brief village of sombre tents; autumn sends them streaming downhill to the withered plains which the rains will soon turn green. One discovers them binding lopped branches and osier twigs into the hemispherical huts which will house them for the season; shelters whose blackened and moulting thatch will later mark where they settled for a few months and then vanished. Sometimes a far-off barking and the murmur of bells hints at their presence deep in the ilex woods or along a dazzling canyon where nothing stirs but a pair of floating eagles. They are nearly always out of sight. Except for these rare apparitions, this fugitive community—about eighty thousand souls with flocks amounting to several million heads—has the gift of invisibility.


Unlike the semi-nomads of Greece—the Koutzovlachs and the Karagounis, who all have mountain villages from which to migrate and to which they return after their half-yearly journeys in search of pasture—the Sarakatsáns have nothing more solid than their abodes of wicker and rush. All of them, however, look to some range of mountains as their home, some fold or cordillera where they have grazed their flocks for centuries of summers. Their lowland pastures are more variable; these uncertain sojourns have few claims on their allegiance. The Sarakatsáns of the north had the widest range. The sudden cage of frontiers which sprang up after the Balkan Wars failed to confine them and they fanned out in autumn all over southern Albania and across the lower marches of Serbia as far as Montenegro and Herzegovina and Bosnia and into Bulgaria to the foothills of the Great Balkan. Those who thought of the Rhodope mountains as their home—the very ones, indeed, in the highlands that loom above the Thracian plains—were particularly bold in the extent of their winter wanderings. Not only did they strike northwards, like those I saw by the Black Sea, but, before the Hebrus river became an inviolable barrier, their caravans reached Constantinople and up went their wigwams under the walls of Theodosius. Others settled along the shores of the Sea of Marmara and spread over the rich green hills of the Dardanelles. Many crossed the Hellespont to pitch camp on the plain of Troy. Bold nomads would continue to the meadows of Bithynia and winter among the poplar trees or push on into Cappadocia and scatter their flocks across the volcanic wildernesses round the rock monasteries of Ürgüb. The boldest even reached Iconium, the home of Jellalludin and the metropolis of the whirling dervishes. They never looked on these enormous journeys as expatriation: until the deracination of the 1920s, much of Asia Minor was part of the Greek world; and even beyond its confines there were ancient Greek colonies. Established for thousands of years but reduced by the later tide of the Seldjuk Turks to scattered islets of Hellenism, they still survived and prospered. The invisible frontiers of nomadism overlapped and dovetailed with those other pastoral wanderers, the Yürüks. These Anatolian shepherds, nominally Moslems, grazed their flocks in the hinterland of Asia Minor for centuries before the Seldjuks came; they even paid return migrations, now and then, as far as Macedonia. No wonder, then, that some of the aura of a fable hangs about the Sarakatsáns.


A quarter of an hour after sighting him I was sitting at a table next to this isolated nomad. Round us were the smithies and harness-makers of the outskirts; old artisans had settled down to quiet narghilés after knocking off work. I watched him order and drink a coffee, pondering how I could get into conversation. Soon, with a clap of horny palms, he was summoning the kafedzi and preparing to depart. The kafedzi came with an armload of elaborate gear and a boy leading a horse. The Sarakatsán mounted and laid his crook across his lap, the kafedzi handed him two six-foot candles adorned with white satin bows and ribbons; then followed the snowy baubles which, as I know to my cost, a koumbáros—the groomsman, sponsor or best man—contributes to the crowning of the groom and his bride at an Orthodox wedding. There were smaller candles, lengths of satin in brown paper, parcels of sweets and finally the box containing the tinsel wedding-crowns themselves. My luck changed: as he gave his horse a kick and moved off, a muslin bag of sugared almonds slipped and fell into the dust. I dived for it, ran after him, and, my luck still holding, remembered as I handed it over, to utter the ritual phrase of a wedding guest to a koumbaros; it is adapted either from the tenth chapter of St Luke or the First Epistle to Timothy: ‘Axioi tou misthou sou!’, ‘May they be worthy of your hire!’ He reined in, placed his right hand over his heart and bowed his head in a ceremonious gesture of thanks. Then, after a glance up and down and a pause, he asked in a thick rustic accent where I was from. I told him and asked him where the wedding was to be. ‘Tomorrow at Sikaráyia,’ he said, ‘two hours from here.’ After another pause, he said, ‘Honour us by coming.’ He repeated his graceful bow and, bristling with his crook and his candles and fluttering with satin ribbons, clattered off.


* * * *


Next day the rail ran parallel to the Aemilian Way, the legions’ road from the Adriatic to Constantinople: a thread on which Alexandroupolis and a dozen more ancient cities are strung.


The carriage that bore us along a narrow-gauge track seemed obsolete as an equipage in a museum. High and narrow, the coachwork was painted to mimic the graining of yellow wood and upholstered in threadbare tasselled velvet. This delightful carriage, fit for two travellers out of Jules Verne, carried us swaying through the Thracian sky and over the gorges and forests of plane trees, the rocky river beds and the scrubmantled mountainsides at an abnormal height. The ancient Thracians used to hold their mares with their heads downwind in order that the wind might put them in foal. Over which of the Rhodope passes did this invisible stallion come snorting? Every so often we passed solitary police posts and lookout platforms on stilts, each one a pedestal for an armed and helmeted soldier; reminders of the nearness and the danger of the Bulgarian frontier. Asprawl among trees and bracken, blown there by guerrilla mines, the rusty remains of carriages were gloomy mementoes of the civil war. The country shook in the noonday.


As though its owner were flying alongside, a jovial, unshaven face appeared in the tall frame of the window. It was the ticket collector. When he had climbed in and pocketed our tickets, we watched him work his perilous way along the duckboard of the corridorless train like a cat-burglar. An open cattle-truck was hitched to the rear: raucous singing was wafted to us and a blue flag whirled overhead on a pole. The conductor, now settled in our carriage for a chat on his return journey, confirmed what we had surmised. ‘Yes, it’s a Sarakatsán bridegroom on his way to a wedding at Sikaráyia. They’ve been drinking for days. . . .’ When we pulled up at the next wayside halt, the whole party, with the banner aswirl, leapt shouting and singing to the platform and bore down on a small group under an acacia tree. The groom and his cronies returned a few moments later carrying the bride. This figure, dressed in a stiff black and white costume of angular and Aztec strangeness and borne aloft in her captors’ arms, sailed the length of the train with the immobility and the silence of a sacred image translated from shrine to shrine. As it careered past, I saw that the shaft of the standard-bearer’s banner was topped by a pomegranate. Another carried a ribboned wooden cross with another pomegranate affixed to the top and two more to either end of the crossbeam. When they were aboard, several of the groom’s party fired their guns into the sky: singing and intermittent firing accompanied the rest of the journey. ‘Paráxenoi anthropoi’ vouchsafed the conductor, after clicking his tongue censoriously a dozen times. ‘Odd people. . . .’ They did seem a contrast to the lofty Victorian stateliness of our carriage. The groom, we learnt, was the son of a great tsellingas—the head of a clan, as it were, of Sarakatsán shepherds—an architsellingas, in fact—called Kosta Zogas, who wintered at Sikarayia and pastured his sheep in the Rhodope mountains in summer; the bride’s father, another architsellingas called Vrysas, grazed his flocks on the same summer grass, wintering near Souphlí by the banks of the Hebras. ‘You’d think,’ he went on, ‘when you see them in their rush hovels and their old capes, that they were poor. Not a bit of it! They’ve got pots of money. Literally pots: they fill pitchers with gold sovereigns and bury them, no one knows how many. Whole fortunes hidden in the ground. . . .’


We came to a standstill in Sikarayia. It was an entire village of beautifully thatched Sarakatsán huts, giant beehives swelling and tapering in tiers of cropped reed which overlapped with the precision of the plating on a seven-banded armadillo. They were topped with wooden crosses near holes in the thatch through which thin blue smoke curled. Black-clad Sarakatsáns crowded below the nuptial truck, the bride was hoisted to earth, and, in a chorus of shouts and greetings and a rattle of musketry, the whole mob headed for the little white church. The train, expelling a whistle and an answering obligato of steam, dwindled swaying down the valley.


Inside, two rows of columns sustained the white barrel-vault of the basilica. A gilt iconostasis blazed; overhead hung a great candelabrum formed by double-headed Byzantine eagles joining their brass wing-tips in a ring and from the centre an ostrich’s egg was suspended.2 The noise and the heat were considerable and thonged wooden flasks full of warm red wine circulated freely among the congregation. The loose blue-black hair of the celebrant—a commanding and raven-bearded man in a white dalmatic crossed by a broad blue and silver stole—cataracted to his waist with the ampleness of Rapunzel. His chanting soared heroically and effortlessly above the hubbub. All the faces were scorched, many were aquiline and blue-eyed and the hair of several shepherds was bleached by the sun to a flaxen fairness. Apart from the priest’s, the only grave faces there were those of the bridal couple. The bride’s withdrawn expression, her downcast eyes under her flowered headdress and the small blue cross which was strangely pencilled or painted on her brow, never changed. The groom was dressed in a gold-embroidered red velvet waistcoat, a silk sash with the blue and white Greek colours, jutting white fustanella and tights and, disappointingly, pointed black townee shoes. His face, rather a commonplace one for a Sarakatsán, was a mask of confused virile earnestness. In only one thing did his outfit differ from the full-dress Greek mountain costume: black woollen armlets, embroidered with specifically Sarakatsán geometric zigzags, encased his forearms below ample white sleeves which ended at his elbow. In spite of the chaos the service evolved unperturbed. On either side of a portable altar erected in the nave, two little shepherd boys held the tall ribanded candles like the lances of heraldic supporters. The koumbaros switched the flimsy white flower-crowns from head to head and arranged and rearranged their hands and bound them with ribbon and performed yet more complex manipulations with the ring; he followed them in kissing the bossy silver binding of the proffered missal. Hand in hand, led by the priest under a fusillade of flung rice and sweets, he accompanied them thrice round the altar in a slow and dignified dance. More than any other stage in the solemnization—for the offered wine is merely a commemoration of the wedding at Cana of Galilee—this hieratic pavane hallows and confirms the sacrament3


Out in the sunlight, all was levity, flourished banners and gunfire again. We made our way through the wigwams to the house which the groom’s father, striking up-to-date roots in his winter-pastures, had recently built. As the newly-wed couple reached the threshold, someone handed the groom a sieve, which he threw over his shoulder: a measure which is said to forfend marital discord. They both kissed the hand of the groom’s father, laid it reverently to their foreheads for a second and vanished under the lintel. My friend of yesterday, Barba Petro, introduced us to this pastoral dynast. He welcomed us with the same graceful inclination of his hand laid on his breast and led us indoors.


Guests were seated on the low divan all round the room and crowded cross-legged on the mats which padded the floor. As each new guest arrived they intoned a welcoming song while black-swathed aunts and grandmothers offered the newcomers saucers with a spoonful of jam, a glass of water and a thimbleful of raki: ‘Mother, our friends have come,’ they sang, ‘our bidden guests. Bid them welcome with honey and sugar and with golden words.’ The room was filling with dark figures, sitting with their thick-shod legs crossed beneath them or with one, wide outflung, rearing a clouted shoe at an odd angle and here and there a tufted brogue, the other leg grasped round the shank. Some sat with hands linked round their doubled-up knees, others leant back against the wall or the divan with a knee cocked up to support an outstretched arm whose fingers released the amber beads of a komboloi at intervals of a few seconds. All were luxuriously asprawl and akimbo. The company bristled with crooks; they lay across their laps or tilted at a slope over their shoulders; some were held bolt upright in gnarled fists with their butts on the floor. Others leaned against the wall, the tip of the shaft of each well-worn staff slotting into a different twirling summit carved in the shape of a dolphin, a dragon, a ram’s head or a snake. Two of them, as though they were the property of two hedge-prelates, had crosier-like hooks of steel. Only a few of the guests were dressed in black kilts. The others were hosed in rough, hairy, black jodhpurs. One or two of the wildest and shaggiest were shod in rawhide moccasins tilting up in canoe tips and worn over swathes of white wool and bound and cross gartered over padded ankles with wide thongs. All of them wore their soft and rakish black kalpaks askew. Except for the white and pleated bridegroom standing by the door to receive horny handshakes and whiskery embraces as the guest ambled in, nearly all the people in the room were of advanced or middle age. Some were deeply stricken in years but all were hale and weatherbeaten: tall, beetling, white moustached, venerable and indestructible patriarchs, tsellingas and architsellingas and substantial shepherds from all over Thrace. A couple looked inappropriately scholarly in steel-rimmed and wire-mended spectacles. The old men endowed the room with the aura of an august and exclusive club.


I could scarcely believe that at last I was sitting with several score of these evanescent and almost mythical men. They conversed in a roar. Used to shouting against the wind to each other from hill-top to hill-top, they find it hard to modulate their voices at close quarters; the smallest talk is stentorian. (The only alternative is a collusive and almost inaudible whisper, to which they suddenly resort if they detect a look of suffering on their interlocutor.) The aroma of the folds hung thick and the smell of raw tobacco. Every so often, a savoury whiff of roasting drifted in from outside. Now and then, too, there was that faint reek of singeing cloth produced by the dried fungus which they use as tinder. They hold a pinch of it against a piece of steel shaped like a magnet, which they strike with a flint until the fungus catches fire; then they light their rolled cigarettes or lay it on the rubbed leaves in the bowls of their home-made pipes. When the elaborate business is over, they wrap up all this gear in a goat-skin wallet and stow it in the folds of their sashes.


I am not very accurate in picking out regional Greek accents, but their thick rural tones did not sound the same as those which I had so far noticed in Thrace. They resembled, rather, the dialect of Roumeli and of parts of Epirus, much farther west; an accent which suppresses the final vowels and most of those in the middle of words as well. It makes speech sound oddly chopped and consonantal. Their talk was even harder to understand, as the Sarakatsáns have a vast and arcane vocabulary for the minutiae of their calling: for different kinds of springs and qualities of grass, for ways of hut-building and bell-tuning and for breeds of sheep and goats and horses and watch-dogs. They have their own expressions for all the tupping, lambing, weaning, shearing, carding, spinning, milking, seething, scalding, straining, basket-weaving, path-finding, tent-pitching, camp-striking, trough-scooping and weather-divining round which their whole life turns. How should a layman know that a reddish or dark-faced sheep is called a katsnoúla or that belling them is called ‘ironing’ or ‘arming’ them? Óti siderónoun i armatónoun tes katsnóúles, in fact? Or how many okas of bronze, and of what pitch, should be slung round the neck of a bell-wether? Or that the best time to arm the flocks is at the Feast of the Annunciation, ‘when the first cuckoo is heard’? Such were the topics that boomed about the room.


This squatting on low divans or on the mat-strewn floor gave a new angle to life. It was strange to stand up all at once and look across the empty upper part of the room through two shafts of sunlight (split up by the window-bars into three-dimensional smoke-blue parallelograms slanting down into the throng) to the flickering ikons at the other end: and then down at the black kalpaks and the bristling crooks of the hundred nomads below.


Barba Petro pointed out the celebrities: ‘Uncle George over there, with only one eye—he’s one of the biggest tsellingas in the Rhodope: over ten thousand sheep and goats he’s got and I expect this is the first time he’s been inside a house. The one talking to him is ninety-three; he used to pasture his flocks near Saranta Ekklesies or Forty Churches—Kirk Kilisse, the Turks call it—away, away, beyond Adrianople. Then after the Balkan Wan the Turks closed the frontier, so now he has his winter huts along the coast, west of here, below Xanthi. The other one, with a scar on his forehead, used to winter between Haskovo and Stara Zagora—wonderful grass!—but now, what with the Bulgars, the hornwearers, he’s had to look elsewhere. . . . I had a few, but good ones. I used to graze them not far from Kios, in Bithynia, near Nicaea on the Asian coast. That was years, years ago. . . . Caïques sailing past in the Sea of Marmara could hear my bells. . . . But the Rhodope is where we all belong. . . .’ I asked him what the name Sarakatsán meant, saying that I had heard it was really Karakatchani, a Turkish word meaning ‘the black ones who depart’ or ‘the black departers’. He shut his eyes and flung back his head, clicking his tongue in the negative, ‘Tk, tk! That’s not right. We don’t know, but some people say we get our name from the village of Syrako, in Epirus. They say Ali Pasha burnt the place down and drove us away and left us wandering ever since.’ I said Syrako was a Koutzovlach village.4


Uncle Petro testily stabbed the butt of his crook into the mat several times. ‘I don’t know anything about that! We are Greeks. Nothing to do with the Koutzovlachs. Who knows where they come from? You can’t understand what they say when they are talking among themselves.5 People are always getting us mixed up, because we both wear black and graze flocks. We keep clear of them. You’ll never get a Sarakatsán marrying a Koutzovlach. Let alone a Karagouni! Po, po, po!’ At the mention of these Black-Capes, who are alternatively called Arvanitóvlachi (i.e. Albanovlachs, from the north-western Pindus and the southern provinces of Albania, who speak a mixture of Koutzovlach and Albanian),6 he caught the hem of his jacket between finger and thumb in a pan-Hellenic gesture of squeamish disdain, and shook it lightly to and fro as though to rid it of dust and vermin. I noticed that, apart from us, the priest squatting not far away with his tall cylinder hat poking above the archipelago of kalpaks was the only non-Sarakatsán in the room, or indeed, as far as I could make out, in the village outside.


The reiterated song of welcome, after gradually swelling in volume while the room filled up, had stopped long ago. Low circular tables, all ready laid with glasses and with communal dishes of roast and steaming lamb skilfully hacked from the carcases turning outside and sprinkled with rock salt, were being moved in and wedged among the company as tightly as jig-saw pieces. Glass jugs of wine were beginning to travel from hand to hand overhead. Glasses clashed convivially together, miraculously half-filling again as soon as they were drained; plates were returning again and again for second or third helpings. Outside the window a swarm of guests feasted under the trees. Whole lambs were being flourished sizzling and smoking on their spits and we could hear the crash of cleaver on block and the crunch of hewn bones as a sinewy nomad toiled like a headsman to keep pace with two hundred magnificent appetites. Nothing accompanied this delicious roast except for cross-sections of dark and excellent bread sliced from loaves like minor millstones hot from the domed ovens outside. It was, in a way, a Stone Age banquet. Strangers, on occasions like these, are the objects of eager solicitude: special titbits, forkfuls of liver and kidney, and yet more recondite morsels are constantly being proffered and helpings of brain are delved from heads which have been bisected lengthwise and opened like a casket, each half, sometimes, still equipped with a singed and twisting horn. Avoidance of the sheep’s eyes is a recurrent problem for outsiders. They are highly prized by mountaineers but for all but the most assimilated travellers the message they flash from the prongs is one of harrowing reproach.


After an hour or so the hum of talk sank to a single deep bourdon note which resolved itself into the opening phrases of a klephtic song. The first stanza was sung by a group of two or three and then repeated, in a slow and long-drawn roar starting with the vehemence of a lurch, by the rest of the shepherds. Rather surprisingly, so far from the Morea, it was about the great War of Independence leader, Kolokotrones. (I would have expected some more northern Klepht, and above all, Katsandónis from the wild Agrapha mountains, a great paladin in the time of Ali of Yanina, and himself a Sarakatsán; or Karaïskakis, perhaps.) ‘Kolokotrones shouted,’ sang the nomads, ‘and all the world trembled: “Where are you, poor Nikitará, you whose feet have wings?”—pou choun to pódia sou phterá? Go, go and seize the Turks, drive them like hares into a trap, slay some and capture some, and lock some in the castle. . . . At Antikorpha and Trikorpha the blood is flowing like a brook. . . .’ This gave rise to another deep melopee from the south: ‘They have blockaded all the roads of the Morea, they have sealed up all the passes. . . .’ When the massed voices died down, the steady and unchanging note of the smaller group continued half in a wail and half in a roar, setting up its own curious vibration. This comparative lull was always followed by the long deep cry of conjuration—Oré!—‘O, you!’ or ‘Hark!’—which ushers in most klephtic stanzas; and another act from the warlike past began, heckled and abetted by sudden ejaculations from the others and goaded on by ear-splitting pastoral whistles.7


These songs unfold with a slow metrical elaboration of semitones and recapitulated half-lines and with a force of delivery which seems to strain the singers to the brink of syncope. Their heads are flung backwards with eyes half closed or faraway and the veins of their foreheads and necks project like thongs. The stories, usually heroic narratives, frequently veiled in a parable, are as fierce and melancholy as the music. The slow cumulative incantatory power fills the smoky air overhead with toppling minarets, blazing fortresses, volleys from long-barrelled guns, the smell of powder and the clash of yataghans as the Klephts and the janissaries close with each other on semicircular bridges over fabulous ravines. . . . Across the Valley of Tempe, Klepht-sheltering Olympus thunders reproach at Turk-trampled Ossa. Flame-eyed pallikars gallop into churches to receive communion from the saddle; hoary in years and slaughter and scimitar in hand, they lie bleeding to death under plane trees by a stream. . . . We are transported to the fastnesses of Roumeli, Tzoumerka, Pindus, Hasia, Kakosouli: names to make the hair stand on end. The power and fierceness and lyrical beauty of these words unite in creating all round the singers and listeners the free world of mountaintops far from the spawning Turks of the lowlands. It is the eagle-haunted realm of Klephtouriá! Oré amán!


The Sarakatsáns were not great virtuosi but their singing had the merit of vigour and conviction. I was struck by one of their songs, in which the last word—makaronádes, a derogatory epithet for the Italians—had obviously, judging by the style of the words and the tune, replaced the name of some much older foe in order to fit the winter campaign of 1940: ‘Would that I had wings to soar on high, up to die topmost peaks of the mountains, to alight there and gaze down, down over Epirus and over poor Chimarra; to look down on the war, where the Greeks are fighting the Makaronádes.’ The modern ending was a bit of an anticlimax, especially after the mention of Chimarra, a warlike Greek stronghold in the Acroceraunian mountains over the Albanian border which is almost as celebrated for its martial stubbornness, in Turkish times, as Souli and the Sphakian mountains of Crete. There was a distinct trace of anticlimax too, but also of oddity, about another of their songs: ‘Any one who wants to go to America, let him sit down and ponder. Forty days at sea, days of sorrow and sighing. They get into a boat and go ashore in New York. They know nobody there so back they fly like birds.’8 A sad little tale, but most peculiar here because, although in most Greek gatherings of this size, at least half a dozen would have spent a few years in Brooklyn or Chicago or Nebraska, Uncle Petro assured me that nobody in the room had been to America, nor, as far as he knew, any Sarakatsán, ever. Ideas of its whereabouts and character, for those who had heard its name, would be as hazy as a layman’s notions of life on Mars.


During the banquet and the long procession of refilled glasses and the concatenation of songs the two falling shafts of sunlight from the windows had slanted up to the horizontal and veered askew down the room: the long sunlit parallelograms on the opposite wall were turning to an apricot evening hue. During these cheerful hours there had been no glimpse of the bride. ‘She’s upstairs’, Uncle Petro said. ‘We must go and look at her’, and grasping the shaft of his upright crook like a punt pole, with joints momentarily acreak after long session, he levered himself to his feet. ‘To. Gerámata!’ he said with a smile, ‘old age. . . .’ He led the way up the ladder-staircase and the clamour dwindled.


Dead silence reigned in the upper chamber. The dowry was arranged down the two side walls: rolled bales of dark homespun for capes and for the bivouacs which are pitched on the march; a few of them white, some grey or a dark russet but most of them black; the colours, indeed, of the flocks from which they had been shorn and many of them of a matted and shaggy texture like rolled-up smoke. Scratchy blankets with angular patterns were piled in tall heaps and pillows that looked hard as granite and the bride’s black and white trousseau. In the centre of the end wall, with bowed head and lowered eyelids and her brown hands crossed over her midriff, the bride stood motionless. On either side of her on the floor sat her retinue of wild but subdued-looking girls. At our conventional wishes—‘Kaloriztki!’, ‘may the marriage be well rooted’—she inclined her head a few inches, but uttered never a syllable. Nor, beyond a stiff bow, did she or her lips move a fraction when other late-comers arrived and hobnobbed with Uncle Petro and us as indifferently as if the figures at the other end of the room were effigies in an ethnological museum. Their extraordinary outfits were nearly identical, except for the flowers and the gold coins which adorned the bride.


In those Greek villages where the women still wear their regional costumes on feast days and ceremonies—and there are still a large though diminishing number—and in some out-of-the-way spots where a simpler working version of this gala rig is worn on week-days too—one is astonished by their richness and variety and grace; by voluminous skirts, expanding from tight waists, of Damascus brocade or Broussa velvet; by their soft and tilted mulberry-coloured fezzes with long satin tassels, or gold embroidered velvet pill-boxes or intricately arranged silk kerchiefs; even, in one part of Macedonia, by headdresses topped by a semi-circular plume like the helmet of Pallas Athene. There are satin-covered buttons, chased silver clasps and oriental filigree from Yanina: and, over their velvet boleros and their tight sleeves—or sleeves which may hang slashed and loose from the elbow like the petals of tulips—a riot of gold braid uncoils and ramifies in flowing oriental, baroque and rococo flourishes as richly and elaborately as over a post-Tridentine cope. In the wilder mountains they are stiffer and rougher but the basic canon is a dazzling variety of colour and material and a style that is fluid, feminine and deeply romantic. The visions summoned up by Byron’s Haidee and the Maid of Athens are, in fact, pretty near the mark.


All was different here. Not only was there no silk or satin or velvet or gold braid from the West and the Levant but hardly a stitch which came from anywhere but the backs of their flocks and their prehistoric-looking looms; and, complex though the costume was, not a single foliating curve or circle or ellipse, nothing swaying or branching or interweaving or flowering. The only rounded things were the chains and necklaces, the gold Napoleons, Turkish sequins and gold dialers that hung round the bride’s neck. Another latter-day curvilinear afterthought to the angular whole, and one which was common to both the bride and her retinue, was a wide white goffered or crocheted circular collar like a flattened hidalgo’s ruff ending at the shoulder in scallops. The complex headdress of flowers and stiff muslin and the veil which hung down the bride’s back had the extraneous and charming air of votive adornments attached to a processional statue on a Calabrian or Andalusian feast day. From a rosette over each of her ears a long cluster of ribbons hung; they framed her face in the manner of the pendants on the diadem of the Empress Theodora at Ravenna.


But apart from these festival trimmings, all was made up of stern black and white lines and angles and so broad and solid-seeming were the black white-banded pleats that if any of the girls made a movement, their heavy and unwieldy clothes moved with the stiffness of armour. Aprons hung to knee-length as stiffly as stoles or heralds’ tabards; their tunics were as rigid as dalmatics and nothing bore any relationship to conventional ideas of the human shape. They were related to the curvature and the jointing of anatomy as arbitrarily as are the plates of a metal fish or the sections of a toy wooden snake to their prototypes, or the layers of a Samurai’s armour. Each garment looked as though, removed, it would be able to stand like cardboard. Their forearms and legs were encased in geometrically patterned armlets and greaves and the bride’s wrists were a-clank with heavy bracelets. All, strangely and touchingly, were shod in stout, flat-heeled walking shoes. (Their mothers would have worn pom-pommed tsarouchia.) It was hard to determine, therefore, why these clothes appeared so beautiful. They exerted, it finally dawned on us, the peculiar captivation of ancient Greek vases of the geometric period; every design was made up of straight lines and triangles with here and there an inchoate beginning of those patterns of white crosses on a black ground, and black on white, that cover the vestments of frescoed prelates on the wall of a narthex. All was angular: triangles mounting in pyramids or shooting diagonally in zigzags and saw’s teeth and staircases with, very seldom a small triangle or chevron subtly placed among the dominating black and white, of pale ochre or terracotta or a deadened blue. ‘Geometric’ and ‘neolithic’ were the epithets which began to float to the surface of the mind, to hover there ever since, bringing with them the excitement of the thought that these clothes and these designs might not have changed for three thousand years or more. One knows that these thoughts must be banished, till confirmation should be forthcoming, to the limbo of improbability. But such dalliance is always stimulating. It was backed, in this case, by the certainty that nothing like these clothes exists in Greece or in the Balkan peninsula or in Europe or the Near East.


The bride’s forehead, with the blue cross, was surmounted by black hair as coarse and lustrous as a mare’s tail under a stiff linen coif and a load of baubles and flowers. Her face was burnt a deep bronze. It had the metallic, wide-browed, heavy-lidded beauty, the slightly sad mouth, the clear line of jaw from chin to ear, and, springing from the flattened ruff and a stomacher of coins, the strong columnar neck which I admired so much, a few years ago, among the Mayas of the Honduranean and Guatemaltecan jungles. Obsidian, chalcedony or basalt would have been the stone in which to carve those features and the posture of melancholy stillness of which the twilight was fast abolishing the details. She had an arresting distinction, a Gauguin-limbed strength at variance with the Tanagra sinuosity which seems to have left an indelible stamp on Western ideas of grace and style.


There was no time for more of these cogitations. The reedy blast of a clarinet sounded under the fading window; then, after a few twiddles, a violin and the twanging of a lute and a tentative flutter of hammers over the wires of a zither. ‘Ah, the instruments’, Uncle Petro said. ‘Ta órgana!—at last!’ I asked if they were Sarakatsáns. He looked at me in surprise. ‘Sarakatsáns? We only play the flute. They are gypsies.’ And so they were, very dark ones, lined up under a tree in blue suits and pointed black shoes and all wearing ties, the only ones for miles. They looked sleek and urban among these other nomads, and rather bad hats. There was a crunch of hobnails up the stairs and the groom, flanked by his comrades, came to claim the bride and lead the first dance. She was reft from her shadows, conducted downstairs and under the trees. The sun was setting at the end of the valley. The groom then accompanied her through an extremely formal syrtos, and then a kalamatiano; each took alternate places at the head of a dozen guests with then-hands loosely linked in a crescent. Neither looked at the other; there was a distinct hint of constraint in the air. No wonder; they came from neighbouring summer pastures but it was quite likely they had never met. Their marriage was as free of choice as a dynastic alliance between a Wittelsbach and a Hohenstaufen in the Middle Ages. It is hard not to wonder about the early phases of primitive marriages all over Greece; the shuddering apprehension which must prevail on the one hand and the unmanning strangeness on the other. Till recently in the Mani, the shyness of newly-wed strangers was so inhibiting that a sword was placed under their pillow in the hopes that it might symbolically sunder this knot of constraint in one Gordian slash. . . . These handicaps must have been made all the more debilitating by gloomy preoccupation with the inviolacy of the bride: by the vigil of the guests outside the nuptial dwelling till the groom’s mother could blazon the all-clear in red on white with a flourished sheet or a shift. Salvos and rustic epithalamia saluted the tidings. In these strict societies, such proofs were surely redundant; but I have heard of Cretan bridegrooms, convinced, and probably baselessly, that others have been beforehand with them, repudiating their brides, and unloosing, as though in compensation, unstaunchable bloodshed between families. And what about the poor bridegroom? Would the floodtide of wine swirl him triumphantly through all obstacles or unmast him amidships? No wonder they looked shy. Young Sarakatsáns now do their military service like the rest of Greeks and no doubt head for the lanes on the outskirts of garrison towns on mating-forays with their fellow-recruits. But formerly, living in a ferociously chaste society, they approached wedlock unarmed by all but theory, hearsay and rule of thumb. Perhaps, as their detractors jovially hint, unconventional young shepherds, like pastoral folk everywhere, may have cast a thoughtful eye among their ewes for the quenching of early flames. This, again, would only be of relative help now.


Her two dances over, the bride withdrew to her upper chamber and general dancing began. It was uncomplicated, formal and correct. Plenty of the younger Sarakatsáns were well on in wine; they had been so for days; but their dash and high spirits deserted them the moment they joined the long chain of the dancers. Their pace subsided to a ritual shuffle. There is nothing unusual in this; with a few exceptions, Greek dances, however many people may be joined hand in hand, are, in effect, solos; everything devolves on the leader, and each dancer, when his turn comes, fulfils the temporary role of coryphaeus. The job of the others, and especially of his immediate neighbour to whom he is linked by a handkerchief, is to support him in his convolutions. These are astonishing when a real mountain dasher is in the lead. But today, even after the first bridal saraband, the dionysiac zest seemed to abandon the others the moment they linked hands. The dominance of form in the life of these nomads began to dawn on us.


Outside this semicircle, however, all was rejoicing. Staidness evaporated on release and scores of young nomads were carousing under the branches in uninhibited and growing festivity. Squatting or standing among the wigwams, rings of geometrical women confabulated or sang together and there was even an exclusive little ellipse of dancing women. Some of the younger of these squaws had wooden cradles slung papoose-like on their backs, each containing a miniature swaddled nomad. Their songs had the same epic themes, laced with lament, as those of the men. The murmur of their talk was broken, again and again, with peals of laughter.
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