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INTRODUCTION

On the island of Zakynthos, in the Greek Islands, a man was born. This man was to become an important figure to the future of the loggerhead turtles (Caretta caretta), and the wildlife that lives on the island, including the wild flowers and other plantation that are native to this island.

There were to be great changes on the island that would leave the wildlife that lives here to become endangered. This enemy was to become known as tourism. The man, Yannis Vardakastanis, realised this and was determined to do something about it.

That is exactly what he did. He started a turtle sanctuary in Vasilikos to try to preserve the wildlife, especially the loggerhead sea turtles that nest on the island’s beaches.

Friends, officials, and also family for a while turned against him but this became a passion and Yannis’ thoughts were for the preservation of his beloved island and to try to protect the wildlife from certain decline, hopefully for a bit longer.

Yannis knows full well that one day all will be lost and this wonderful island will be guilty of turning its back on what makes this island of Zakynthos so special!

This book is not just about Yannis Vardakastanis – and he would not want it to be – but the preservation of this island. All the wildlife that enjoys the beauty of this very special island could be vanishing at a very fast rate! It is our duty to stand behind this amazing man and help in his work to keep this island that we all enjoy healthy for all things that live here. Let’s not lose it for good!

This land of ours is a paradise, and with your help we can continue to keep it that way, but we must act now or it will just become a PARADISE LOST!

THE AUTHOR MICHAEL JAMES ELVES
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MICHAEL JAMES ELVES

THE AUTHOR

Born in 1949 in Dagenham on the outskirts of London, I went to a secondary modern school called Goresbrooke. Leaving school when I was 15, I started my working life in 1964 as a trainee chef for Mecca restaurants where I worked in Cheapside, London Wall, and Threadneedle Street. I then decided to join a band as a drummer and was in several bands for many years and also jammed with Eric Clapton. I met my wife-to-be when she was just 14 and have been with her now for over 50 years. I still play the drums to this day.

I became an oil painter when I was 23 and have since had many exhibitions. My writing started about 30 years ago when I wrote my very first story for my grandson, Christian. Children’s stories were my favourite then and I went on to write many more, well over 100.

I then got my first children’s book published, Bedtime Tales of Europe, which can be found on Amazon.

In time, I wanted to try writing stories for adults. Most of my stories are short as I do not like to drag a story out as I feel many people can become bored with it if it is dragged out too long. Then I wanted to try to write a play, which I did, and although never used, I got satisfying comments from the people I had sent it to. This in turn led me to write a film script, which I am hoping to have luck with in the near future.

I am now at the young age of 72 and I live on the island of Zakynthos, Greece. This is where the idea came from for Paradise Lost. Talking to Yannis Vardakastanis one day, he asked me if I would write a book on the turtle sanctuary that he runs and about the man himself who is trying desperately to preserve the loggerhead turtles that nest on Zakynthos’ beaches, and the wildlife that lives on this lovely island. I could not refuse him as I have so much respect for what he is desperately trying to do for the preservation of his island. I hope once you have read this book you will see the importance of preserving not just this island, but our beautiful planet.
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MAUREEN ELIZABETH ELVES

PHOTOGRAPHER

I would like to thank Maureen for taking most of the photographs in this book. When I asked if she would agree to taking on the task, she was happy to oblige.

We went out in all the seasons of the year so that we could get the shots that I was looking for, mostly on the motorbike, going through the mountains, looking for the right shot. Several photos were taken of flowers that grow on this island of Zakynthos. Birds, frogs, etc., were captured to hopefully describe the amazing wildlife that lives here. We could not use all the photographs that Maureen took, although it would have been nice, but it would be very easy to turn the book into a photo album. We hope that the ones we have entered in the book will be more than enough to give you an idea on how much beauty is on this island. Yannis Vardakastanis knows very well how much beauty there is on this island, but he also knows if things do not change for the better, then this paradise will certainly be lost and lost forever.

Thank you, Maureen, for your help in making this book possible. Your devoted husband, Mike.


	
		
ONE MAN’S DREAM

The Greek Islands have always fascinated a lot of people. They have journeyed from all over the world to holiday on the islands. The islands bring immeasurable pleasure to all those that visit, whether it is the Aegean or the Ionian Islands, each one with its own identity.

No less can be said for Zakynthos, one of the islands in the Ionian. This island can boast of being one of the most important for its turtles, which nest every year on its many beaches. The turtle, known as the loggerhead, or better known locally as Caretta caretta, are in decline. Zakynthos has, through the years, become popular with a wealth of tourists, which in turn could endanger the survival of these now rare turtles. Indeed, other wildlife is confronted with this problem as well and is also struggling to hold its ground.

This is a story about one man’s dream.

He was born on the island in 1964, and has lived here all his life. The man’s name is Yannis Vardakastanis. He was a boy like any other, playing in the fields that surrounded his parents’ house that supported the family with produce that his mother and father grew, as well as the livestock, which supplied them with the meat and dairy products that they needed.

Yannis helped his parents, often with the help of his four brothers, one of which was his twin. His three sisters did no less in the task of helping to support the family. These were happy days, though, and life was a simple and peaceful existence.

Yannis’ first awareness of the wildlife that surrounded him was on one of the local beaches, Gerakas. His first venture there was when he was at the young age of six years old. He was astonished to see so much wildlife – crabs, turtles, birds of all different species. Wild flowers and shrubbery were in abundance growing inland. Even at this young age, Yannis realised what a rich and fertile paradise this land that he lived in was, and it was at this moment he became interested in the preservation of all the wildlife that lived on this wonderful island of his.

His parents’ house was a humble two-bedroomed house. In one of these bedrooms slept all of the children, eight of them in all. The house still stands to this day, reminding him of his childhood days.

Yannis’ first day at school was without the luxury of shoes. This continued until he was eight years old, a luxury that maybe was long awaited.

The school in Vasilikos that Yannis attended was small and only a short walk from Gerakas where he lived. Indeed, Gerakas was his place of birth, from which he never left. During his school days, he also attended school in Athens where he spent the last five years of his school life.

At the age of 17, Yannis decided to join the navy, which took him around most of the world. He enjoyed countries like India and Australia. This he did for a further five years. Travelling made him always think of his beloved Zakynthos, and his home. After leaving the navy, he decided to open a beach bar on Gerakas beach. The year was 1987. This bar continued to run until 1991, with a chain of sunbeds positioned near the bar.

Yannis decided to finish with the bar and sunbed business on the beach and pulled the bar down. This did not go down too well with one of his brothers, who helped Yannis run the business. Yannis’ passion for the wildlife, which depended on the beach, overtook the lust for money and the brothers fell out. This upset Yannis, but he realised that his business was helping to destroy wildlife and that would not be acceptable. This was his home as well and he wanted it to stay in the healthy state that he has always known it.

In 1991, Yannis decided to visit England. He stayed in Dorset and then Putney in London. He was 26 years old now and extended his stay in England for a further 10 years. Within those years, he started a holiday business, which helped him learn the English language, which proved to be very useful in the future. In 1993, Yannis decided to build a sanctuary for the turtles and other wildlife as part of his passion. This was built in wood and was of a basic style. The plan, however, was to rebuild it in stone as to make it lifelong. 

It was the turtles and the love of them that extended his passion, and also for the other wildlife that fought for their daily survival. Yannis travelled regularly from England to Zakynthos to build the sanctuary with his own hands. This was the start of one man’s dream, which will have no ending.


	
		
TOURISM

Tourism started in the early ‘80s, and more sunbeds and bars were thrust onto the beaches. This in turn started the demise of the nesting spots for the loggerhead turtles, and started to cause problems for the wildlife.

The lights on the bars at night became an enemy for the turtle eggs that had been laid in the sand. As once the eggs hatched, the young turtles, who rely on the moon’s light to guide them to the water’s edge, would become confused. The lights of the bars would sometimes make the turtles go the opposite way from the sea, which would be a deadly mistake for the hatchlings. They would only too often get run over by the cars on the road in front of the bars. Some would just get lost and dehydrate on the beach, or be too exhausted to go further. For them, death was imminent.

Sunbeds played their part also, as they would also become an obstacle that the hatchlings could not get over. Tourists swamped the beaches, with children digging holes in the sand, and building sandcastles. Although this is a normal part of holiday enjoyment, tourists were unaware that they were contributing to the demise of these wonderful creatures that have outlived the dinosaurs.

Yannis’ concerns were growing rapidly. The turtles were finding less and less beach to nest on. The island’s tourism was growing fast! Of course, there was money to be made from this now growing industry. This benefitted the islanders by giving them a better financial life. Hotels and self-catering studios were being created throughout the island. The turtles themselves became famous to the tourists that visited, and soft toys, t-shirts and even china models of turtles were sold in the tourist shops that were popping up all over the island. Even boat trips were, and are still, offered to the excited tourist, so that they could see the turtles swimming in the bays, the Bay of Laganas and Kalamaki being the most popular.

The island’s wealth was continuing to grow. This made Yannis’ concerns even greater than before. The fear of losing even more turtles, and indeed other important wildlife to the tourist industry, was now becoming somewhat of a nightmare!

It was not just the tourists that were causing problems, but in some cases the native people of Zakynthos as well!

Casting rubbish into the sea was, and still is, a big problem. Things such as fishing lines, plastic bottles, discarded fish netting and of course the deadly plastic bag, which are cast from the boats. All these things and much more play their part in the destruction of these wonderful turtles. Plastic bags which float in the sea are mistaken by the turtles for jellyfish, which is part of the turtles’ diet. The bags are eaten, which then cannot be digested. This will cause a terrible prolonged death. This is a most horrific way to die, something not one of us could possibly imagine. Can you imagine stuffing a plastic bag down your throat and waiting for that horrific, very slow end to come?

Fishing lines can be responsible for horrific injuries. They can get entangled around the turtles’ fins, cutting deep into them. This will cause them a great deal of stress and make swimming properly impossible. Sometimes the turtle will be totally exhausted, which in turn will terminate the creature’s life.

All these things can be easily avoided by not discarding rubbish into the sea. Rubbish on the beaches can be removed and put into rubbish bins. This very small chore can save a turtle’s life. My wife and I walk the beaches of Kalamaki and Laganas regularly, especially in the winter months. We pick up rubbish as we go, sometimes entering the sea to remove plastic bags and bottles that have washed up with the tide. This small chore can also be effective in the summer months, just by removing any rubbish that could be floating in the sea and, of course, taking any rubbish that you have accumulated whilst on the beach with you when leaving. It is a small task, but if you think like my wife and indeed myself, hopefully you will get the same satisfaction as we do, knowing that this could save a turtle’s life. Some of the rubbish is discarded by fishing boats, maybe by accident, sometimes intentional, and if that is the case, a lot of the rubbish could be prevented. They really need to play their part as well. It is such a small thing to do, but pays a big reward!

Kalamaki and Laganas are part of the National Marine Park. They do their part every year by monitoring the nests as they arrive, but there is still room for improvement. Cleaning the beaches more often would help considerably. Having more rubbish bins distributed along the beach would be a great advantage. It’s an ongoing task, as it is unfortunately regular for plastic bags, bottles, etc. to constantly turn up on the beach. Sometimes oil cans show their unwanted heads, which leaves stains on the sand from the oil. This would be a problem also for other life in the sea and can cause drastic effects for the future of the sea life.

I think that National Marine Life could do so much better. In the summer I watch them walk up and down the beach holding their all-important monitoring boards. I have no doubt that they are checking the nests where the turtles have been busily laying their eggs. They make sure that all sunbeds and parasols are nearer to the water’s edge. This being a credit to them all. The only thing that worries me is the fact that they do not know where all the nests are! Surely if the beach is being monitored, it would be around the clock, making sure that they know exactly where these nests are! They are taught to recognise a fresh turtle’s nest, so I don’t really understand this problem. I suppose if they don’t monitor 24 hours a day there is certainly a very good chance of missing some nests. Please don’t think I’m knocking the employees of the National Marine Park, but there is always room for improvement. I have noticed that also some of the sunbeds creep dangerously near to the nests, which are visible by wooden frames that surround them. This must be dealt with, or the nests could be in danger of being destroyed.

Yannis’ main energy centres on the beach of Gerakas. This is where he had his bar, boat, and sunbed business. As I have mentioned earlier, this caused a certain amount of trouble when he decided to move his bar further inland. The boat and sunbed side of things he discontinued. Yannis tried to convince others to do the same, which apparently did not go down too well! He and two of his brothers were beaten up for their efforts, leaving Yannis with a number of broken ribs and abrasions. One man also tried to express his opinion by attempting to shoot Yannis with a shotgun. Luckily, Yannis was too near the man and managed to avert this insane act!

After a long struggle, he managed to ensure there were fewer sunbeds and boats on Gerakas beach.

At one time, there were as many as 180 parasols, 32 pedalos, and about 20 canoes, plus two bars on the beach. You can imagine the congestion was a very dangerous enemy to the wildlife, affecting turtles especially.


	
		
THE SIMPLE DAYS

Going back some years, to before Yannis was born, indeed back almost 200 years, the area of Vasilikos was mostly farmland and his family and ancestors all worked the land. They crops such as grapes, olives, vegetables, and of course rearing the livestock. Life was very hard, and his ancestors especially had to toil the land with just hand tools and maybe the odd horse. A long and very tiring task that took them from early morning to late into the evening. Every day the same, come wind, sun, or rain. The land was not owned by his family, and they were paid very poorly. Although I would have thought that they were allowed some of the produce that had been grown.

The water that they drank and washed in came from a well. This well is still visible today. It makes you wonder how lucky we are today. Just imagine having to draw water from a well every time it was needed. Rain or shine, this chore had to be done regardless and, of course, hoping that the crops that were planted would be enough to sustain everyone. It must have been a never-ending worry. Survival must have been always in a fine balance. The well was still used when Yannis was a boy, so things really did not change too much until his teen years.

The wildlife was in abundance though, and there were as many as 426 species of birds that were either native to the island or would migrate there every year. A vast difference from the amount today. I am a keen birdwatcher myself, and I have noticed the difference in the number of birds since I first came to the island as a tourist some 26 years ago. I am very happy to be living on the island now, but, like Yannis, very concerned about the future of the wildlife, fauna and flora that at the moment exists on this lovely island.

Before Zakynthos had an airport, the land was an abundance of marshland. Imagine how much life that land could sustain. Flamingos in their thousands lived on the marshes. There were many herons, storks, and egrets. Birds of prey were more common, especially the golden eagle – which would prey on flamingos – buzzards, kite falcons (such as the peregrine and Eleonora’s falcon) all benefitted from the marsh. Smaller birds like the greenfinch, great tits, yellowhammer, sparrows and many warblers would feed from the marsh, not forgetting the insects, such as beetles, mayfly, and, of course, the amazing dragonfly and butterflies. It was a haven for wildlife. Wild flowers grew in their thousands, also. It must have been a tremendously exciting place.

Today there are much bigger birds landing there: we call them planes. Flamingos were never to be seen there again. There are a few herons, mostly seen on the salt lakes of Alykes. Possibly a solitary heron will be seen flying across the bay of Kalamaki and Laganas. Storks are very rare, but I have seen the odd one. The island has reintroduced the golden eagle, but only a few pairs. I fully understand that the island’s tourism is important to its financial growth, but what a shame that the wildlife has to pay so dearly.

Before Yannis was born, the island suffered, like so many countries in Europe, the Second World War.

The area of Vasilikos was now in the war, accommodating Germans and Italians. There were many. There were big guns placed on the hills overlooking the local people’s houses, including Yannis’ parents, the Italians apparently staying on the beach of Gerakas. This must have been an extremely worrying time for Yannis’ parents, Panaqiotis and Georgina, wondering what was going to become of them. Worrying times indeed! It’s hard to imagine that these peaceful farming folk were subjected to those aliens that had taken control of their small island. I don’t know if they played a part in supporting these unwanted guests by denying themselves of the little food that was so scarce in these troubled times. It was certain, however, that the Germans and the Italians sometimes killed turtles and dug up the eggs to enhance their diet. This would have been possibly catastrophic for the survival of the turtle and certainly played a big part in their demise. Turtles live for about 80 years; they lay their eggs every year from May to September and it takes six to eight weeks for their incubation period to be completed, some 100 or more eggs in each nest. So the loss was certainly many.

The turtles’ struggle for survival starts as soon as they are laid. Nature itself can be a big danger to the eggs’ survival, storms for one can be devastating, as the nests get submerged in water which will in turn drown the young turtles before they are even hatched! I think it was the year 2012 that the island suffered the loss of no less than 40 percent of its turtle eggs this way.
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