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            Preface

            *

         

         This is not a political book, but simply a somewhat impression­istic study of the moods and atmospheres of Cyprus during the troubled years 1953–6.

         I went to the island as a private individual and settled in the Greek village of Bellapaix. Subsequent events as recorded in these pages are seen, whenever possible, through the eyes of my hospitable fellow-villagers, and I would like to think that this book was a not ineffective monument raised to the Cypriot peasantry and the island landscape. It completes a trilogy of island books.

         Circumstances gave me several unique angles of vision on Cyprus life and affairs, for I did a number of different jobs while I was there, and even served as an official of the Cyprus Government for the last two years of my stay in the island. Thus I can claim to have seen the unfolding of the Cyprus tragedy both from the village tavern and from Government House. I have tried to illustrate it through my characters and evaluate it in terms of individuals rather than policies, for I wanted to keep the book free from the smaller contempts, in the hope that it would be readable long after the current mis­understandings have been resolved as they must be sooner or later.

         I much regret that the cutting of my overgrown typescript removed the names of many friends to whom I am deeply indebted for material and information on Cyprus; let me briefly make amends by thanking the following for many x

         kindnesses: Peter and Electra Megaw, G. Pol Georghiou, Fuad Sami, Nikos Kranidiotis, Paul Xiutas, and Renos and Mary Wideson.

         The poem ‘Bitter Lemons’ first appeared in Truth, March 1, 1957.
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         ‘A race advancing on the East must start with Cyprus. Alexander, Augustus, Richard and Saint Louis took that line. A race advancing on the West must start with Cyprus. Sargon, Ptolemy, Cyrus, Haroun-al-Rashid took this line. When Egypt and Syria were of first-rate value to the West, Cyprus was of first-rate value to the West. Genoa and Venice, struggling for the trade of India, fought for Cyprus and enjoyed supremacy in the land by turns. After a new route by sea was found to India, Egypt and Syria declined in value to the Western Nations. Cyprus was then forgotten; but the opening of the Suez Canal has suddenly restored her to her ancient pride of place.’

         British  Cyprus  w. hepworth dixon, 1887

          

         ‘But the poor Cypriots are much-enduring people, and God in his Mercy avenges them; they are no more rulers than the poor serfs and hostages are; they make no sign at all’

         ‘Portents do not speak falsely, for those who have experience of them recognize their truthfulness.’

         The  Chronicle  of Makhairas
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            Towards an Eastern Landfall

            *

         

         Journeys, like artists, are born and not made. A thousand differing circumstances contribute to them, few of them willed or determined by the will – whatever we may think. They flower spontaneously out of the demands of our natures – and the best of them lead us not only outwards in space, but inwards as well. Travel can be one of the most rewarding forms of introspection …

         These thoughts belong to Venice at dawn, seen from the deck of the ship which is to carry me down through the islands to Cyprus; a Venice wobbling in a thousand fresh-water reflec­tions, cool as a jelly. It was as if some great master, stricken by dementia, had burst his whole colour-box against the sky to deafen the inner eye of the world. Cloud and water mixed into each other, dripping with colours, merging, overlapping, lique­fying, with steeples and balconies and roofs floating in space, like the fragments of some stained-glass window seen through a dozen veils of ricepaper. Fragments of history touched with the colours of wine, tar, ochre, blood, fire-opal and ripening grain. The whole at the same time being rinsed softly back at the edges into a dawn sky as softly as circumspectly blue as a pigeon’s egg.

         Mentally I held it all, softly as an abstract painting, cradling it in my thoughts – the whole encampment of cathedrals and palaces, against the sharply-focused face of Stendhal as he sits forever upon a stiff-backed chair at Florian’s sipping wine: or on that of a Corvo, flitting like some huge fruit-bat down these light-bewitched alleys …
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         The pigeons swarm the belfries. I can hear their wings across the water like the beating of fans in a great summer ballroom. The vaporetto on the Grand Canal beats too, softly as a human pulse, faltering and renewing itself after every hesitation which marks a landing-stage. The glass palaces of the Doges are being pounded in a crystal mortar, strained through a prism. Venice will never be far from me in Cyprus – for the lion of Saint Mark still rides the humid airs of Famagusta, of Kyrenia.

         It is an appropriate point of departure for the traveller to the eastern Levant …

         But heavens, it was cold. Down on the grey flagged quay I had noticed a coffee-stall which sold glasses of warm milk and croissants.  It was immediately opposite the gang-plank, so that I was in no danger of losing my ship. A small dark man with a birdy eye served me wordlessly, yawning in my face, so that in sympathy I was forced to yawn too. I gave him the last of my liras.

         There were no seats, but I made myself comfortable on an upended barrel and, breaking my bread into the hot milk, fell into a sleepy contemplation of Venice from this unfamiliar angle of vision across the outer harbour.

         A tug sighed and spouted a milky jet upon the nearest cloud. The cabin-steward joined me for a glass of milk; he was an agreeable man, rotund and sleek, with a costly set of dimples round his smile – like expensive cuff-links in a well-laundered shirt. ‘Beautiful,’ he agreed, looking at Venice, ‘beautiful’: but it was a reluctant admission, for he was from Bologna, and it was hard to let the side down by admiring a foreign city. He plunged into a pipe full of scented shag. ‘You are going to Cyprus?’ he said at last, politely, but with the faintest hint of commiseration.

         ‘Yes. To Cyprus.’

         ‘To work?’

         ‘To work.’
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         It seemed immodest to add that I was intending to live in Cyprus, to buy a house if possible … After five years of Serbia I had begun to doubt whether, in wanting to live in the Medi­terranean at all, I was not guilty of some fearful aberration; indeed the whole of this adventure had begun to smell of improbability. I was glad that I was touching wood.

         ‘It is not much of a place,’ he said.

         ‘So I believe.’

         ‘Arid and without water. The people drink to excess.’

         This sounded rather better. I have always been prepared, where water was scarce, to wash in wine if necessary. ‘How is the wine?’ I asked.

         ‘Heavy and sweet.’ This was not so good. A Bolognese is always worth listening to on the subject of wine. No matter. (I should buy a small peasant house and settle in the island for four or five years.) The most arid and waterless of islands would be a rest after the heartless dusty Serbian plains.

         ‘But why not Athens?’ he said softly, echoing my own thoughts.

         ‘Money restrictions.’

         ‘Ah! Then you are going to live in Cyprus for some time?’

         My secret was out. His manner changed, and his picture of Cyprus changed with it, for politeness does not permit an Ital­ian to decry another’s plans, or run down his native country. Cyprus was to become mine by adoption – therefore he must try to see it through my eyes. At once it became fertile, full of goddesses and mineral springs; ancient castles and monasteries; fruit and grain and verdant grasslands; priests and gipsies and brigands … He gave it a swift Sicilian travel-poster varnish, beaming at me approvingly as he did so. ‘And the girls?’ I said at last.

         But here he stuck; politeness battled with male pride for a long moment. He would have to tell the truth lest later on, in 4the field, so to speak, I might convict him – a Bolognese, above all! – of having no standards of female beauty. ‘Very ugly,’ he said at last, in genuine regret. ‘Very ugly indeed.’ This was disheartening. We sat there in silence for a while until the steamer towering above us gave a loud lisp of steam fffff,  while beaded bubbles of condensing steam trickled down the siren.

         It was time to say good-bye to Europe.

         
            *

         

         Tugs brayed as we passed the harbour bar. The mist thinned out and quivered on the hills beyond Venice. With such associations how could I forget Catherine Cornaro, the last Queen of Cyprus, who in twenty years of exile forgot perhaps her uneasy reign over the island, finding in the green arbours of Asolo, surrounded by devoted courtiers, a kindlier way of life? She died aged fifty-six in 1510, and her body was carried across the Grand Canal from the family palace. (‘The night was a stormy one, with heavy wind and rain. On her coffin lay the crown of Cyprus – outwardly at least Venice insisted that her daughter was a Queen; but, inside, her body lay shrouded in the habit of Saint Francis, with cord and cowl and coarse brown cloak.’) It is hard in the early morning radiance of this sky and sea to imagine those flapping torches, the scattering waters flushed by lightning, the wind snatching at cloaks and vestments as the long boats set out with their marvellously clad dignitaries. Who remembers Catherine? Titian and Bellini painted her; Bembo wrote a philosophy of love to amuse her courtiers. In the only portrait I have seen the eyes are grave and beautiful, full of an impenitent life of their own; the eyes of a woman who has enjoyed much adulation, who has travelled much and loved much. The eyes of one who was not narrow enough, or self-seeking enough to trespass on the domain of politics without 5losing at the game. But the eyes of a true woman, not a phantom.

         And then my thoughts turned to another sad relic – the flayed and stuffed skin of the great soldier Bragadino which lies mouldering somewhere among the recesses of Giovanni  e  Paolo. His defence of Famagusta against the Turkish general Mustafa ranks among the great feats of military leadership in the whole of European history. When at last the pitifully small forces of the besieged were forced to parley they agreed to surrender on condition that they were given a safe passage to Crete. Mustafa broke his word, and no sooner was Bragadino in his power than he unleashed upon his person and that of his captains all the pent-up fury of the religious fanatic. Bragadino’s nose and ears were cut off, and his body was flayed; then he was set in a slung seat with a crown at his feet and hoisted at the yard of a galley, ‘hung like a stork’, for all to see. Finally he was dragged to the main square and tortured while ‘the drums beat’. But ‘his saintly soul bore all with great firmness, patience and faith … and when their steel reached his navel he gave back to his Saviour, a truly happy and blessed spirit. His skin was taken, stuffed with straw, and carried round the city: then hung on the yard of a galliot and paraded along the coast of Syria with great rejoicings.’

         All this was recorded faithfully by Calepio, detail by detail – but it is difficult to read in cold blood. Venice is fading against the hills.

         
            *

         

         At dusk the mute grey destroyer which had been playing hide-and-seek with us all afternoon heeled abruptly, disconcertingly about and vanished westward into the green ray. We turned from the rail with a sigh, aware that the light was sifting quietly away into the darkness, as casually as the plumes of smoke from 6the funnel of the ship which carried us. We had become, with the approach of night, once more aware of loneliness and time – those two companions without whom no journey can yield us anything.

         It is now that the traveller seeks to renew, if only vicariously, his sense of connexion with the land in letters to be written, documents to be sorted, baggage dispositions to be worked out. It is still warm on deck, and from the glow of light coming from the saloon I am able to return once more to the pages of Mrs Lewis, who in 1893 made the same voyage as ourselves, and who, in A  Lady’s  Impressions  of  Cyprus, has left us a spirited and observant record of life in the island when British suzerainty was only a few years old. She came within a few years of Rim­baud’s visit – the last one. With his talent for tasting every extreme the French poet not only baked himself raw in the oven-like quarries of Larnaca, but succeeded in freezing himself almost insensible on the bony heights of Troodos, building the Governor’s summer lodge, with a small team of mules and workmen. What did he think of Cyprus? He does not say. It was simply a place where a few decently paid jobs existed under the British. His two brief visits have left us a few whining references to the heat and the cold – that is all.

         In the same span of time a young second-lieutenant con­ducted a forlorn battle with the War Office which was to result in the first accurate field-survey of the island. Those antler-like moustaches, those stern but shy eyes, were later to become an international symbol for a whole generation – Kitchener! Poet and soldier, their paths must actually have crossed on several occasions. But that is what islands are for; they are places where different destinies can meet and intersect in the full isolation of time. The poet with his grunting mule-team winding labori­ously up through the foothills to the lodge he was building: Kitchener bivouacked with his two clerks and the jumble of 7theodolites, markers and tables, in some worn bell-tent among the olives. They have nothing in common save that they share the same nook in time.

         Yet there is one fugitive similarity. The handwriting of both men is remarkable for the conscious control it reveals over a sensibility excited beyond the pitch of the normal. Kitchener’s is stronger, less sensitive – but then he had already taken refuge in the Army, behind the double-locked doors of a corporate tradition, behind the moustaches, behind a vocation as exacting as that of the Church. From this he drew the strength which Rimbaud denied himself. The French poet was of a different order of bravery, for he was on the run from the Hound of Heaven …

         In Cyprus I stumbled upon many more such echoes from forgotten moments of history with which to illuminate the present. Invaders like Haroun Al Rashid, Alexander, Coeur de Lion: women like Catherine Cornaro and Helena Palaeologus … the confluence of different destinies which touched and illumined the history of one small island in the eastern basin of the Levant, giving it significance and depth of focus.

         Different invasions weathered and eroded it, piling monu­ment upon monument. The contentions of monarchs and empires have stained it with blood, have wearied and refreshed its landscape repeatedly with mosques and cathedrals and fortresses. In the ebb and flow of histories and cultures it has time and time again been a flashpoint where Aryan and Semite, Christian and Mosiem, met in a death-embrace. Saint Paul received a well-merited thrashing there at the hands of the Paphiots. Antony gave the island to Cleopatra as a gift. Aphrodite …

         I picked Mrs Lewis off an overturned bookstall in Trieste. There had been a riot after a bomb-throwing, and I was hurry­ing back to my hotel from the observation-ward of the hospital. 8The street with its wrecked fruit-stalls and booths and smashed shop-windows was perfect illustration of my state of mind. The boat was to sail at midnight. A  Lady’s  Impressions  of  Cyprus stared up at me from a jumble of fruit and books, and a whole drift of smashed second-hand discs. There was no one about, though I could hear the grumble and crash of a crowd down towards the harbour. Military patrols kept roaring by. The gutters were running mournfully with wine which on the black tarmac looked like blood. The whole contents of a toy-shop had been blown into the street, giving it all a carnival air. I stopped guiltily, fearful of incurring the penalties of looting should the police return, and picked Mrs Lewis up. Her faded green cover with its floral device promised me a Victorian travel-account which might introduce me in a most suitable manner to the Crown Colony of Cyprus. But something more than this. I felt she was a sort of omen.

         A book picked up at such a time and in such a place could not turn out to be merely the vague ramblings of some dreadful nursery governess. I glanced at it and was reassured. A first-class ticket from London to Smyrna in 1893, she informed me, cost her exactly £17 2s. 3d. Without more ado, I slipped Mrs Lewis into my pocket beside my passport and my own ticket from Trieste to Limassol, which had cost me £47. There she would stay until I had time to digest her.

         A patrol roared out of a side-street and I thought it wiser to be off with my prize. Hurrying through the misty and deserted streets I felt absurdly reassured by the little book – as if I had put myself into the hands of a trustworthy guide. Nor was my confidence misplaced. Mrs Lewis offered me a splendid picture of Cyprus with which to compare my own experience and impressions.

         
            *
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         We berthed towards sunrise in a gloomy and featureless road­stead, before a town whose desolate silhouette suggested that of a tin-mining village in the Andes. An unlovely straggle of godowns and warehouses, patched and peeling, fronted the shallow and dirty littoral. Here and there along the flat alluvial coastline, with its unhealthy suggestion of salt-pans (I was not wrong: Limassol lies upon a shallow lake), here and there the eye picked out a villa of some style or consequence in a flower­ing garden. But even at this early hour the sunlight created a dense haze, while the humid air of the little port came out across the still sea to meet us.

         We landed by bum-boat and were charged an inordinate fee for unnecessary porterage. In the gaunt customs-house things were not too bad – but in place of the tremendous roaring and gesticulating, of chaffering and swearing, which one had come to expect from the ports of the Levant, there reigned a heavy and stupefied silence. The officials went about their duties with the air of sleepwalkers. It was surprising to find them collected enough to answer questions. I asked in Greek and was answered in English. I asked again in Greek and was once again answered in English. It was a long moment before I recol­lected why. I was in the presence not, as I thought, of Turks who either knew no Greek, or would not condescend to speak it: no, I was in the presence of babus. To lapse into Greek with anyone who was not a peasant would involve a loss of face. It was rather sad. Just to make sure I asked for the names of the customs officials with whom I had been dealing; they looked faintly surprised, but politely gave me Greek names. I wished I knew enough Turkish to see whether any such inhibition reigned among the Turkish officials.

         Outside the customs house a mob of expensive-looking taxis had collected, manned by young Cypriots who shouted at me amiably enough. But altogether the atmosphere lacked brio. A 10vague and spiritless lethargy reigned. I was beginning to think that successive occupations had extirpated any trace whatsoever of the Greek genius when I was relieved by the sight of a bus with both back wheels missing, lying on its side against a house. It was just like home. Three old ladies were dismembering the conductor; the driver was doing one of those laughing and shrugging acts which drive travellers out of their minds all over the Levant; the village idiot was pumping up a tyre; the owners of the house against which the bus was leaning were hanging indignantly out of their drawing-room window and, with their heads inside the bus, were being rude to the point of nausea. Meanwhile, a trifle removed from the centre of the hubbub, and seated perilously on the leaning roof of the machine, with con­torted face, perched an individual in a cloth cap who appeared to be remorselessly sawing the bus in half, starting at the top. Was this perhaps some obscure revenge, or a genuine attempt to make a helpful contribution? I shall never know.

         A grave-looking priest stood on the outskirts of the crowd, uttering the expression ‘Po-Po-Po-Po’ under his breath, gently, with compassion. His lack of frenzy betokened that he had not been intending to travel on the bus himself. He was simply an onlooker, studying the tragedy and comedy of the life around him. From time to time he resettled the black bun of hair on his neck, and muttered ‘Po-Po-Po-Po’ as some new development in the drama became clear, or as the householders reached a new high point of invective.

         ‘Can you tell me the fare to Kyrenia?’ I asked him in Greek and was at once aware of two bright surprised brown eyes staring into mine. ‘You are English,’ he said after a moment’s scrutiny. ‘Yes.’ He seemed taken aback. ‘But you speak Greek.’ I agreed; he seemed taken even further aback. He drew back like a bowstring before launching a smile of appreciation so dazzling that I felt quite bewildered.
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         The questions which betoken politeness now followed and it gave me great pleasure to find that I could still, after four years, hold a tolerably steady course through a Greek conversation. My host was even more pleased than I was. He dragged me to a café and filled me with heavy red wine. He himself was leaving for England that night or he would have personally made him­self responsible for this paragon, this wonder of an Englishman who spoke indifferent but comprehensible Greek …

         Before we parted he drew a piece of brown paper out of his cassock and smoothing it out with an inexpert hand wrote a message on it to his brother in Nicosia who would, he said, be responsible for my well-being until he himself got back. ‘You will like Cyprus,’ he repeated.

         This completed, he led me to the taxi rank and selected a cousin of his, a large contemptuous-looking young man, as a suitable driver to take me to Kyrenia. We parted effusively and he stood in the main street waving his umbrella until we turned a corner of the road. Father Basil.

         The cousin was made of different stuff; his biting air of lazi­ness and superiority made one want to kick him. He answered my politenesses with grunts, gazing at me slyly in the mirror from time to time. He chewed infinite gum. He rasped his unshaven chin with his thumb from time to time. Worst of all, he drove badly. But he inadvertently did me a good turn, for as we reached the last point where the road turns inland from the sea and begins its sinuous windings among the foothills, he ran out of petrol. There was a spare can in the boot so that there was no cause for alarm; but the respite, during which I got out on to the road to light a cigarette, was useful in another way – for we had stopped directly under the bluff where the remains of ancient Amathus stand today. (Mrs Lewis had eaten a water­cress sandwich there, while brooding upon its ancient history.)

         ‘What is that place?’ I asked him, and hardly bothering to 12turn his fat and ugly head he replied, ‘Amathus’ in a voice full of apathetic disdain. I left him whistling tunelessly as I climbed a little way up the bluff towards the site of the temple. The position of the acropolis is admirably chosen, standing as it does above the road at the very point where it turns inland from the sea. Priest and soldier alike would be satisfied by it. From the summit the eye can travel along the kindlier green of a coast tricked out in vineyards and fading away towards the Cape of Cats and Curium. Here and there the great coarse net of the carob tree – a stranger to me. I noticed that some of these trees had been planted in the middle of fields reserved for bar­ley or corn. They were presumably to give the cattle shade against the pitiless heat of August. But altogether the carob is a curious tree with its red flesh; branches torn from it leave wounds the colour of human flesh.

         My driver was seated disconsolately by the roadside, but his whole manner had changed. I was at a loss to explain his smil­ing face until I saw that he had unearthed my little volume of Greek folk-songs from among the newspapers I had left on the back seat. The change in him was quite remarkable. He sud­denly turned into a well-educated and not unhandsome young man, full of an amiable politeness. He was prepared, if neces­sary, to stay here all night. Would I care to explore the ruins thoroughly? There was much to be known about them. It was at this point that Coeur de Lion actually landed.* ‘I know this from my brother, who works in the Museum,’ he added. As for Amathus, it was up there that Pygmalion … He plunged once more into the boot of the car and emerged with a bottle of ouzo and a length of yellow hosepipe which I recognized as dried octopus. We sat beside the road in the thin spring sunshine and shared a stirrup cup and a meze  while he told me, not only all he 13knew about Amathus, but all about himself and his family with an attention to detail which would have been less wearying perhaps were I planning a novel. The only point of interest in this conversation was the continual reappearance in it of an aunt of his who suffered from palpitations of the heart and had to live on the top of Troodos; but the excellent ouzo  and his general affability transformed the journey – freeing me at a stroke from my irritation and enabling me to look about me with a fresh eye. 

         We moved slowly inland now along a road which winds steeply through a green belt of vine-country, through little whitewashed villages bespattered by the slogan ENOSIS AND ONLY ENOSIS. I felt that it was too early for me to probe the national sentiments of my host and I avoided comment upon this ubiquitous piece of decoration. From time to time lorries passed, or smart saloon cars, and there was not one which did not earn a greeting from my driver. He lowered his window and shrieked across the intervening space as we passed, only to lean back once more and explain, ‘That was Petro, a friend,’ ‘That was my aunt’s cousin,’ ‘That is a friend of my uncle.’ It was admirable practice for my Greek. ‘You would like him,’ he never failed to add, politely including me in the exchange of courtesies. ‘He drinks like a fish. What a drinker!’ We passed a succession of topers in this fashion, quietly finishing our own bottle of ouzo in sips and discoursing vaguely in the manner of old friends. ‘You seem to know everyone,’ I said admiringly, and he accepted my compliment with a self-deprecating smile. ‘Cyprus is a small island. I think I have relations in every one of the six hundred villages. At least six hundred free drinks,’ he added meditatively.

         ‘I seem to have come to the right place.’

         ‘We are mad about wine.’

         ‘I’m glad to hear it.’
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         ‘And about freedom – our freedom.’ Lest the remark might smack of an impoliteness he caught my hand in his own and pressed it warmly, sympathetically, smiling into my eyes. ‘Free­dom,’ he repeated more softly. ‘But we love the British. How could we Greeks not?’

         ‘Are things bad here that you are so unhappy with the British?’

         He sighed deeply and his sigh exploded into a ‘No’; it was as if my question were hopelessly ill-informed, the question of a half-wit or a child. ‘We don’t want the British to go; we want them to stay; but as friends, not as masters.’

         We took a small swig of ouzo and finished off the octopus. ‘My friend,’ he said, disarmingly using the rare, rather formal vocative. ‘We do not have to teach you what freedom means – you brought it to Greece, to the Seven Islands. Why do we call you the Phileleftheri – the Freedom-lovers? In the heart of every Greek … ’ His peroration is one familiar to everyone who has ever visited Greece. I must have endured it several thousand times in my life. It is pure anguish – but none the less true and felt. But here in Cyprus I was doubly glad, doubly reassured by having to endure it once more – for it proved that the old sentimental tie was still alive, that it had not been killed by wooden administration and bad manners. So long as this tie held, fragile and sentimental as it was, Cyprus would never become a shooting affray – or so I thought.

         Under the stress of all this intellectual by-play, or perhaps under the impetus created by neat ouzo, we had begun to drive very fast indeed, screeching round corners and roaring over the crest of hills. And now at last Nicosia was in sight, the frail fountain-points of the Grand Mosque, and the misty outlines of the medieval bastions. Rising across the dry brown plains we could see the slight, deft aerial range of the Kyrenia mountains, 15chalky grey under the soft spring sunshine. The air was crisp with a vanished rain.

         We had moved insensibly into the great bare plain called the Mesaoria in the middle of which the capital lies. It is dusty and unprepossessing in the extreme. ‘We will leave it to our left,’ said the boy, ‘and go up there and over. To Kyrenia.’ His hand described the trajectory of a swallow – and indeed the speed­ometer was touching seventy. The ouzo bottle was empty, and with a fine disregard for passing topers he pitched it overboard into the ditch. ‘Within the hour’, he said, ‘you will arrive at the Dome.’ Swiftly and expressively his hand built up a series of belfries and cupolas, of towers and turrets. Apparently the hotel was to be an echo of Coleridge.

         
            * He was wrong.
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            A Geography Lesson

            *

         

         
            ‘Recent research has carried the history of Cyprus back to the early Neolithic age, around 3700 b.c., when the Island seems to have been first settled by an enterprising people whose origins are obscure.’

            Colonial  Report – Cyprus 1954 

            
               
                  If  you  should  come  to  Kyrenia

                  Don’t  enter  the  walls.

                  If  you  should  enter  the  walls

                  Don’t  stay  long.

                  If  you  should  stay  long

                  Don’t  get  married.

                  If  you  should  get  married

                  Don’t  have  children.

                                           Turkish Song

               

            

         

         While I was finding my bearings and conducting an initial exploration I lodged with my friend Panos, a school-master, in two small clean rooms overlooking the harbour of Kyrenia, the only port in Cyprus which – diminutive, cleanly coloured, beautiful – has some of the true Cycladean allure. It is on the seaward side of the Kyrenia hills opposite the shaggy Turkish coastline whose mountains sink and rise out of the sea, dissolve and reappear with the transparent promise of a desert mirage. Panos lived with his wife and two small sons in a house which must once have been part of the Church of Saint Michael the Archangel – up forty whitewashed steps, brilliant with sun­shine, into a stone courtyard: the obvious site of the ancient 17acropolis of the town. The belfry of the church towered over us, its bell banging aggressively for every service, the lazy blue-and-white ensign of Greece softly treading the wind above the blue harbour.

         The schoolmaster himself was very typical of Greek Cyprus – a round curly head, stocky body, with strong arms and legs; sleepy good-natured eyes. Through him I made my first acquaintance with the island temperament which is very differ­ent from the prevailing extrovert disposition of the metro­politan Greek. The styles of politeness were more formalized, I noticed, even between Cypriots. Forms of address were some­what old-fashioned and lacking in spontaneity; there was a cer­tain thoughtful reserve in conversation, a sense of measure. Hospitality was unobtrusive and shyly offered – as if the donor feared rebuff. Voices were lower and laughter set in a lower key. But the Greek Panos spoke was true Greek, with here and there an unfamiliar word from the patois of the island.

         Every evening we took a glass of sweet, heavy Commanderia on his little terrace, before walking down the tiny winding lanes to the harbour in order to watch the sunset melt. Here by the lapping water I was formally and civilly introduced to his friends, the harbourmaster, the bookseller, the grocer, who sat by the lapping water sipping ouzo and watching the light grad­ually fade over the stubby bastions of Kyrenia Castle, and the slender points of the Mosque. Within a week I had a dozen firm friends in the little town and began to understand the true meaning of Cypriot hospitality which is wrapped up in a single world – ‘Kopiaste’ which roughly speaking means ‘Sit down with us and share.’ Impossible to pass a café, to exchange a greeting with anyone eating or drinking without having the word fired at one as if from the mouth of a gun. It became dangerous even to shout ‘Good appetite’, as one does in Greece, to a group of labourers working on the roads when one passed 18them at their lunch-hour seated under an olive-tree. At once a dozen voices would reply and a dozen hands would wave loaves or cans of wine … After ten days of this I began to feel like a Strasbourg goose.

         But these evening sessions by the water were of the greatest value to me in another way, for I was able to get a fair picture of the cost of living in the island, and more important still, the cost of buying a house. The harbourmaster came from Paphos, the bookseller from the mountain villages, while the grocer came from the more cosmopolitan surroundings of Limassol. All of them were lavish with their information, though, some­what to my disappointment, none of them were topers.

         Panos himself was the only one of them who knew that I was something more than a chance traveller, that I planned to stay in the island, and he nobly respected the secret though he went to no end of trouble to obtain information for me about rela­tive prices and conditions elsewhere. Walking by the water, holding his two little boys by the hand, he talked excitedly of the house I would buy and of the vine he would plant for me as soon as I had bought it. ‘You will find nothing better than the Kyrenia district,’ he said. ‘My dear friend, it is not selfishness, though we would like you to be near us. No. It is the greenest and the most beautiful part of the island. Also, though near the capital, you can find quite remote villages within half an hour of shops and cinemas.’

         But no schoolmaster can be without a blackboard for long and in his anxiety to present as clear a picture as possible of the island he would inevitably jump down on to the spit of sand under the castle and say, ‘Look. I will make it clear.’ His sons watched this frequent demonstration with grave pride, each sucking a sweet.

         With a certainty born of long practice, for his subject was the history of Cyprus, he sketched in the odd, snouty and rather 19charmless outline of the island on the wet sand, cross-hatching in the two great mountain ranges which traversed it, and inadvertently falling into the rather bookish manner of exposition which he doubtless employed with his classes. ‘The name is obscure; some say the island gave its name to copper which was mined here. Some say it derives from its shape which is that of an oxhide pinned to a barn-door to dry after being salted. Who can tell?’

         Michael and Philip nudged one another admiringly and watched my face to make sure that I was suitably impressed. I was, for Panos’ exposition was always precise and economical – obviously the fruit of long practice spent in simplifying his ideas in order to get them into the heads of village children.

         ‘First there were two islands,’ he said, lightly touching the two parallel ranges of mountain. ‘Then the plain rose from the sea to join them – the Mesaoria – flat as a billiard-table. The winds find a clear thoroughfare to roll from sea to sea across the centre of the island. The two islands are now two groups of mountains, the big Troodos range and the little Kyrenia range.’ He continued in his sweet level voice, aiming his disquisition obliquely at his two small sons. By frequent repetition I could see them already quite clearly – the two mountain ranges and the grim, beautiful Mesaoria which linked them. The Troodos range was an unlovely jumble of crags and heavyweight rock, unarticulated and sprawling, hanging along the fringes of the Mesaoria like a backcloth. Such beauties as it had were in its hidden villages, tucked into pockets and valleys among the foothills, some rich in apples and vines, some higher up smothered in bracken and pine; once the green abode of Gods and Goddesses, the Troodos range is now extravagantly bald in many places, its great shoulders and arms thrusting out of the painfully afforested area like limbs in a suit too small for them. Snow covers it for 20part of the year when its grim and eagle-patrolled fastnesses match those of the Taurus Mountains across the water, reminding one that the whole island is geologically simply an appendix to the Anatolian continent which has at some time been broken off and set free to float.

         The Kyrenia range belongs to another world: the world of the sixteenth-century print. Though it is about a hundred miles long its highest peak is just over three thousand feet. Running as it does along the sea-line its graceful and various foothills are rich with running streams and green villages. It is par  excellence the Gothic range, for it is studded with crusader castles pitched on the dizzy spines of the mountains, commanding the roads which run over the saddles between. The very names smell of Gothic Europe: Buffavento, Hilarion, Bellapaix. Orange and mulberry, carob and cypress – the inhabitants of this landscape discountenance those other green intruders from the Arabian world, the clear green fronds of palms and the coarse platters of banana-leaves …

         But I had already begun to see the island as whole, building my picture of it from the conversations of my host. With him I spent three winters snowed up on Troodos, teaching in a village school so cold that the children’s teeth chattered as they wrote; with him I panted and sweated in the ferocious August heat of the plains; suffered from malaria at Larnaca; spent holidays among the rolling vineyards of Paphos in search of vines to transplant; like him I came back always to the Kyrenia range, to cool my mind and gladden my heart with its greenness, its carpets of wild anemones, its castles and monasteries. It was like returning to a fertile island from a barren one – from Cephalonia to Corfu.

         I did not need to know where my house would be found; I was sure that it would be here, along the foothills of this delightful range. But how should I find it?
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         Nothing must be done in a hurry, for that would be hostile to the spirit of the place. Cyprus, I realized, was more Eastern than its landscape would suggest, and like a good Levantine I must wait and see.
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            Voices at the Tavern Door

            *

         

         
            ‘Everyone pulls the quilt over to his side.’

            
                   

            

            ‘The hardest crusts always fall to the toothless.’

            
                   

            

            ‘Work is hard, no work is harder.’

            
                   

            

            ‘So long as he has a tooth left a fox won’t be pious.’

                      Cypriot Greek Proverbs

         

         After a few weeks Kyrenia, for all the formalized beauty of its ravishing harbour, its little streets and walled gardens rosy with pomegranates, began to pall. It is difficult to analyse why – for the spring was on us and the green fields about the village, still spotted with dancing yellow oranges and tangerines, were thick with a treasury of wild flowers such as not even spring in Rhodes can show. But other considerations intruded, changing its atmosphere. The outskirts of the walls, where still the traces of ancient tombs were clear in the rock face of quarries or cuttings, had begun to bristle with cheap little villas and tarmac roads on the pattern of Wimbledon. Here and there houses already bore the alarming name-signs which greet one from the gates of seaside boarding-houses, ‘Mon Repos’, ‘Chowringee’, ‘The Gables’. The little place was obviously soon to become one of those forlorn and featureless townships hovering on the out­skirts of English provincial cities – suburbs without a capital to cling to. There was a building boom on; all land was booming. The regular holiday-makers’ season Kyrenia enjoyed had already imposed on it a rash of unpleasant bars and cafés painfully 23modelled on those of Messrs Lyons. It was, in fact, enjoying all the deformities and amenities associated with our larger suburbs at home. Its real life as a Graeco-Turkish port of the Levant was ebbing out of it. Or so one felt.

         In all this one could see something which marked Cyprus off from the rest of the Mediterranean – an agricultural island being urbanized too quickly, before its inhabitants had really decided what was worth preserving about their habits and surroundings.

         Disturbing anomalies met the eye everywhere: a Cypriot ver­sion of the small-car owner, for example, smoking a pipe and reverently polishing a Morris Minor; costumed peasants buying tinned food and frozen meat at the local version of the Co-op; ice-cream parlours with none of the elaborate confectionery, the true Levant delicacies, which make the towns of the Middle East as memorable as a tale from the Arabian Nights; an almost total absence of good fish or any fishy delicacy. As far as I could judge the townsman’s standard of living roughly corresponded to that of a Manchester suburb. Rural life remained as a sort of undertow. The peasant was already becoming a quaint relic of a forgotten mode of life. White bread and white collars!

         Yet side by side with this crude and graceless world the true Mediterranean moeurs  lingered – but the two aspects of life seemed totally divorced from one another. Crowded buses still brought black-booted peasants with quaint old-fashioned manners into the town, accompanied by their wives and daugh­ters, many of whom sported permanent waves and shingles. There were gipsies, there were tramps and professional poets, to be sure, but their appearances were fugitive and had the air of being illusory. I could not be sure where they lived, where they came from, these figures from the literature of the past. How had they escaped the cloth cap and boots, the cheap overcoat and briefcase which – apart from the hunger and despair – had 24been the only noticeable feature of the people’s revolution in Yugoslavia? It was hard to say – for they were still roughly and talkatively alive. They were still melon-fanciers and tosspots, carrying about with them the rough airs of village life and village ways which one can enjoy anywhere between Sardinia and Crete. Yet there seemed to be something disembodied about them. Somewhere, I concluded, there must be a Cyprus beyond the red pillar-boxes and the stern Union Jacks (floating, mysteriously enough, only over the police-stations) where weird enclaves of these Mediterranean folk lived a joyous, uproarious, muddled anarchic life of their own. Where? Occasionally I stopped people and asked them where they came from: booted and bandoliered sportsmen drinking brandy and leaning on their guns as they waited for a bus; grave priests or turbaned hodjas; baggy-trousered patriarchs holding swaddled infants; women in coloured head-kerchiefs. I was rewarded by the names of villages which I memorized. Later I would know exactly where to find woven stuff and silk (Lapithos), or carved cupboards and shelves (Akanthou). Kyrenia was the shopping centre for a district.

         Meanwhile the British colony lived what appeared to be a life of blameless monotony, rolling about in small cars, drinking at the yacht club, sailing a bit, going to church, and suffer­ing agonies of apprehension at the thought of not being invited to Government House on the Queen’s Birthday. One saw the murk creeping up over Brixton as one listened to their conversations. No doubt Malta and Gibraltar have similar colonies. How often they have been described and how weari­some they are. Yet my compatriots were decent, civil folk, who had been brought here, not by any desire to broaden minds cumbered only by the problems of indolence and trade, but by a perfectly honourable passion for sunlight and low income tax. How sad it is that so many of our national characteristics are 25misinterpreted! Our timidity and lack of imagination seem to foreigners to be churlishness, our taciturnity the deepest mis­anthropy. But are these choking suburbanisms with which we seem infused when we are abroad any worse than the tireless dissimulation and insincerity of the Mediterranean way of life? I doubt it. Yet Manoli the chemist lived in a perpetual ferment of indignation about British manners, British stand-offishness and so on. His particular hate was General Envy. He would perform a little dance of rage as he saw the old soldier saunter­ing down the main street, patronizing not only the poor Cypriots but the very morning air by the self-confident sweep of his tobacco-stained moustache. ‘Look at him,’ he would say. ‘I could throw a tomato at him.’ Then one day the General asked him how to pronounce the Greek for ‘potato’ and shyly showed him a shopping list which he had laboriously made out in Greek. After that Manoli would flush with annoyance if ever he heard a word spoken against the old fellow. He became, for Manoli at least, a saint; and yet the General, as all who remem­ber him will agree, was a vile old bore with scarce manners and little enough consideration for the world around him. ‘Such a good, kind man,’ Manoli would say after the General’s canon­ization, rolling his dark eyes and nodding. ‘Such a worthy  and respected  man.’ This is what happened whenever Briton and Cypriot met, even to exchange the merest civility.

         The truth is that both the British and the Cypriot world offered one a gallery of humours which could only be fully enjoyed by one who, like myself, had a stake in neither. Never has one seen such extraordinary human beings as those who inhabited the Dome Hotel; it was as if every forgotten Victorian pension  between Folkestone and Scarborough had sent a repre­sentative to attend a world conference on longevity. The figures, the faces, the hats belonged to some disoriented world populated only by Bronx cartoonists; and nothing could 26convince one more easily that England was on its last legs than a glimpse of the wide range of crutches, trusses, trolleys, slings and breeches-buoys which alone enabled these weird survivals to emerge from their bedrooms and take the pale spring sun­shine of the Kyrenia waterfront … Shadowy and faded plum­age of dejected fowls and crows shuffling through the sterile white corridors towards a terrace laid with little tables and religiously marked ‘Afternoon Teas’; or the strange awkward figures of honeymooners sauntering hand in hand under the fort – convalescents from a prenuptial leucotomy. Alas! the Cypriots did not see how funny they were. They were merely aghast at their age and the faded refinements which they exemplified.

         Conversely the British saw a one-dimensional figure in the Cypriot; they did not realize how richly the landscape was stocked with the very sort of characters who rejoice the English heart in a small country town – the rogue, the drunkard, the singer, the incorrigible. Here and there the patriarchal figure of some booted worthy seemed to strike them for a moment, like a fugitive realization that here was a figure belonging truly to his landscape. But the fitful understanding died there, under the label of ‘quaintness’, and was dispersed. Perhaps language was the key – it was hard to say. Certainly I was astonished to find how few Cypriots knew good English, and how few Englishmen the dozen words of Greek which cement friendships and lighten the burdens of everyday life. There were, of course, many honourable exceptions on both sides who struck the balance truly. Scholars of wild flowers and students of wine and folklore already had something in common which overstepped the gaps created by lack of knowledge. But generally speaking the divorce was complete, and the exceptions rare; all too many of us lived as if we were in Cheltenham, while some had been there as long as five  years without feeling the need to learn the 27Greek or Turkish for ‘Good morning’. These things are trivial, of course, but in small communities they cut deep; while in revolutionary situations they can become the most powerful political determinant.

         But I was on a different vector, hunting for other qualities which might make residence tolerable, or might isolate me from my fellows. My attitude was a selfish one, though wher­ever I saw our national credit prejudiced by an inadvertent word or action I tried to restore the balance if it were possible by soothing ruffled feelings or interpreting the significance of some action which had been misconstrued. It is fatal in the Levant to be too proud to explain.

         But this digression has led me away from my topic – the music of a flute, which one day issued from the shadowy recesses of Clito’s cavern, and restored my confidence in the belief that topers did, in fact, exist in Cyprus. My dissatisfaction with the existing Coca-Cola bars or pubs had for some time been nagging me, persuading me to try to find a modest tavern whose habitués would correspond more nearly to the sort of people I had come to live amongst. In Panos’ world there had been good fellowship and kindness, but also a middle-class restraint and poise which were in the final analysis, wearying. The lives of his friends were lived according to a pattern already familiar to me; the middle bourgeois of France or England live just such lives, among the circumscribed politeness of people who have face to lose and positions to keep up. Panos’ was the world of the quiet scholar of means in a small village. I wanted to see a little further into Cypriot life, to canvass its values at a humbler level.

         The feeble insinuations of a shepherd’s flute directed my steps to the little wine-store of Clito one fine tawny-purple dusk when the sea had been drained of its colours, and the last coloured sails had begun to flutter across the harbour-bar like 28homesick butterflies. It had been the first really warm spring day – the water cold and bracing. It was good to feel salt on one’s skin, in one’s hair, salt mixed with dust between one’s sandalled toes. It would be another hour before lamp-light, and by now the harbour walk would be full of people taking their dusk aperitifs. I was on my way to buy a torch battery and a roll of film when the flute intervened.

         It was obviously being played by someone with an imperfect command over it; it squeaked and yipped, started a line again, only to founder once more in squeals. The music was punctu­ated by a series of shattering disconnected observations in a roaring bass voice of such power that one could feel the sympa­thetic vibrations from a set of copper cauldrons standing somewhere in the innermost recesses of Clito’s cave. Bursts of helpless laughter and a laboured altercation also played an intermittent part in the proceedings.

         I entered the cave with circumspection and greeted Clito, whom I had seen before. He stood behind his own bar with a faint and preoccupied kindness graven on his thin face, gazing up at the flute-player with the helpless affection of a moth drunk on sugar-water. He held his hand over his mouth to imprison his laughter.

         The musician was a large sturdy peasant clad in tall black boots and baggy Turkish trousers of rusty black. He wore a sweatstained shirt of serge, open at the throat to show a woollen vest which had once been white. He had a fine head and a thick untrimmed moustache; a blue and somewhat vague eye, and at his belt a finely carved gourd for a water-bottle. On his head he wore a sort of bonnet made from a strip of lambswool. He was gorgeously drunk.

         At either elbow stood a sleepily smiling Turkish policeman with the air of a mute, waiting to help with the body when the service was complete; they both made deprecating noises from 29time to time, saying ‘You shut up, now’, and ‘That’s enough’, and so on, but with a helpless lackadaisical air. The fact that both had large glasses of cognac before them seemed to indicate that the law-breaker was not the ogre he sounded, and that this was by way of being a performance repeated regularly. They were used to it. I had no sooner deduced this than Clito con­firmed it. ‘Every time he has a Name Day in his family he drinks. He’s a strange one.’ ‘Strangeness’ in Greek means ‘a character’. One indicates the quality by placing one’s bunched fingers to the temple and turning them back and forth in the manner of someone trying a door-handle. Clito made the ges­ture furtively and let it evolve into a wave – towards a chair from which I could watch the fun. ‘His name is Frangos,’ he said, with the air of a man who explains everything in a single word.

         ‘Who dares to say I am drunk?’ roared Frangos for perhaps the ninth time, blowing with the same breath a squeak or two from his handsome brass flute. More guffaws. He then began a splendid tirade, couched in the wildest argot, against the damned English and those who endured them with such patience. The policemen began to look more alert at this, and Clito explained hastily: ‘When he goes too far … pouf! they cut  him off and take him away.’ With his two fingers he edited a  strip of cinema film. But Frangos seemed to me a formidable  person to cut off in this fashion. He had shoulders like an ox.  One of the policemen patted him awkwardly and was shaken  off like a fly. ‘Why,’ bellowed Frangos, ‘do you tell me to shut up  when I am saying what everyone knows?’ He gave a toot on his  instrument and followed it up with a belch like a slammed  door. ‘As for the English I am not afraid of them – let them put  me in irons.’ He joined a pair of huge fists dramatically. A  couple of timid English spinsters peered nervously into the  tavern as they passed. ‘Let them fire on me.’ He tore open his 30shirt and exposed an expanse of breast-bone curly with dense  black hair with a gold cross nestling in it. He waited for a full  half-second for the English to fire. They did nothing. He leaned  against the bar once more, making it creak, and growled on,  lashing his tail. Renos, the little boot-black sitting next to me,  was shaken by giggles; but lest I might find this impolite he  explained breathlessly between sobs: ‘He doesn’t really mean it,  sir, he doesn’t.’ 

         Frangos took another stately draught of the white cognac before him and turned a narrow leonine eye upon me. ‘You observe me, Englishman?’ he said with contemptuous rudeness. ‘I observe you,’ I replied cheerfully, sipping my drink. ‘Do you understand what I say?’ Somewhat to his surprise I said: ‘Every word.’ He leaned back and sighed deeply into his moustache, flexing his great arms and inflating his chest as prize-fighters do during a preliminary work-out. ‘So he understands me,’ he said in coarse triumph to the world in general. ‘The Englishman, he actually understands.’

         I could see from everyone’s expression that this was regarded as having gone a bit too far – not only because I was English, but because impoliteness to any stranger is abhorred. The policemen stood up and braced themselves for the coming scuffle. Clito wagged his head sadly and uttered an apologetic po-po-po.  This was obviously the point where our friend got himself edited like a strip of film. The policemen showed an understandable reluctance to act, however, and in the interven­ing silence Frangos had time to launch another derisive shaft at me. He threw up the great jut of his chin squarely and roared: ‘And what do you reply to me, Englishman? What do you think sitting there in shame?’

         ‘I think of my brother,’ I said coolly.

         ‘Your brother?’ he said, caught slightly off his guard by this diversion which had just occurred to me.
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         ‘My brother. He died at Thermopylae, fighting beside the Greeks.’

         This was a complete lie, of course, for my brother, to the best of my knowledge, was squatting in some African swamp collect­ing animals for the European zoos. I put on an air of dejection. The surprise was complete and a stunned silence fell on the wine-impregnated air of the tavern. Clito himself was so sur­prised that he forgot to turn off the spigot in the great cask of red wine and a stain began to spread across the dusty flea-bitten floor. Frangos looked as though someone had emptied a slop-pail over him, and I was rather ashamed of taking this easy advantage of him. ‘Your brother,’ he mumbled slowly, swallow­ing, not quite knowing which way to turn, and yet at the same time being unwilling to be so easily discountenanced.

         ‘The Cypriots forget many things,’ I said reproachfully. ‘But we don’t forget. My brother’s corpse does not forget, and many another English boy whose blood stains the battlefield …’ I gave them a fragment from a newspaper peroration which I had once had to construe during a Greek lesson and which I had memorized for just such occasions. Frangos looked like a cor­nered bull, sheepishly turning his great head this way and that. It was clear now that he wasn’t even drunk, but merely mellow. He had been acting the part expected of him on a Name Day. A fleeting expression of shy reproach crossed his face. It was as if he had said aloud: ‘How damned unfair of you to introduce your brother just when I was getting into my stride. Perfidious Englishman!’ I must say I sympathized; but I was unwilling to lose my advantage. It was clear that if I harped on my imaginary brother it would not be long before Frangos could be wrung out like a wet dish-rag. ‘Your brother,’ he mumbled again, uncertain of the proper mood to wear. I saved him now by calling for more drink and he subsided into a smouldering silence at one end of the room, casting a wicked eye at me from 32time to time. He was obviously turning over something in his mind.

         ‘Englishman,’ he said at last, having worked the whole thing out to his satisfaction, ‘come and stand beside me and drink to the palikars  of all nations.’ This was indeed a handsome toast and I lost no time in honouring it in brandy. It was not long before all of us, including Clito himself and the policemen, were splendidly tipsy. Frangos sat down in the traditional Cypriot fashion upon five chairs, one for the rump and one for each member, and taunted Clito into a few rather unsteady dance-steps. I obliged with a rendering of the ‘Forty Palikars’ which met with great approval. The policemen giggled.

         Our evening was at last brought to an end by the appearance of an extremely smart Inspector of Police, a Greek, who in exquisite English, and with an intimidating politeness, asked me to break the evening up. ‘We might,’ he explained gently, ‘have a breach of the peace.’ It sounded a splendid thing to have but for Frangos’ own sake it seemed wiser to defer it, so we issued still amiably arguing and cursing into the moonlight where Frangos, after almost falling into a shop window, finally found his way to the tiny public garden where he unhitched an improbably small horse from an acacia tree and wavered off into the night accompanying his journey with toots on the flute. I gathered that he did not live far away.

         Clito, who had accompanied the party, wearing the air of a man concerned for our safety, but in fact because he hated to miss the least of Frangos’ drunken witticisms, now took my arm with an air of loving commiseration. ‘You must have one last drink with me,’ he said. It seemed wiser to refuse as the hour was late, but he pleaded with me like a small boy who is afraid to be left alone in the dark. ‘For your brother’s sake,’ he said at last, convinced that this at least could not be shrugged off, and led my lagging steps back to his cavern. Several of the 33spigots had been left on or half on and the worm-eaten floor of the cavern was liberally bepuddled with country wine. He lit a candle, cursing the failure of the electric light which had reduced Kyrenia to darkness that evening. By its dim light I studied the place. The confusion was indescribable; piles of empty cases, bottles and barrels were piled up in every corner, climbed every wall. But his was not really a tavern so much as a wholesale wine-shop with a few chairs for customers who became too argumentative or bibulous to leave: it was under­stood that before buying a litre of wine one had the right to sample the contents of each and every butt which lined the back wall of the cave. Insensibly samplers turned into tavern-clients, for it is always difficult to make up one’s mind in a hurry, and sometimes it might be necessary to have as many as three or four whacks at a cask before one was sure about it. Hence a few chairs and tables set about for the use of the undecided. Clito turned off all the spigots he could see, administered a well-aimed kick at some which were out of immediate reach, set up a bottle of cognac and two glasses, and sat himself down with a sigh of relief.

         ‘Thank God Frangos has gone,’ he said. ‘Now we can drink to your brother. Long live your brother!’

         He did not seem aware that a certain incongruity lay in such a toast. I echoed him solemnly, however, and raised a glass.

         The front door of the wine-shop had been firmly locked behind us when we returned and it was some time before there came a knocking at the wooden panels. We were by this time deep in an argument about the growing of mushrooms – I cannot for the life of me think why, there are so few in Cyprus. Clito was laying down the law, and had actually banged the table to emphasize a point, when he heard his wife’s voice in the street outside. He froze. ‘What is it, dear?’ he said in a small voice – the voice of a gnat attacked by the vapours. His wife 34replied in a clear voice. ‘What are you doing in there? I want to come in.’

         Clito put his fingers to his lips and said: ‘Just stock-taking, my love.’ There was an ominous pause during which we both emptied our glasses and winked at each other. It was an unconvincing statement on the face of it – for the whole tavern, and indeed its owner, bore the unmistakable signs of belonging to that ideal world where income tax and stock-taking have never been heard of. To my surprise his wife gave a cackle of good-natured laughter. ‘You have become a great man of busi­ness, have you?’ she said, and Clito answered, ‘Yes, dear,’ with a mixture of meekness and injured dignity. ‘Why can’t I come in?’ asked his wife in a friendly voice full of indulgence to the great wine merchant. ‘Because,’ said Clito with a touch of asperity (he was on stronger ground here), ‘there is a little disorder in our shop.’ It was putting it mildly.

         Over the bar hung a Victorian print. It was divided into two panels in the manner of a Byzantine icon. On one side sat an old gentleman in the prime of life, with elegant nankeen trou­sers and an opulent spread of gold watch-chain. A curled head of hair, neat whiskers of the mutton-chop variety, and spot­lessly laundered cuffs, set off his appearance. He was seated jauntily before a roll-topped desk out of whose every drawer poured a cascade of five-pound notes which drifted about his ankles. He was smiling and held one thumb inside the flap of his tweed waistcoat. Under him was written in Gothic script the legend: ‘I sold for Cash only.’

         In the opposite corner sat another man, so yellow and cadaverous as to appear to be in the last stages of consumption; his rusty, moth-bedevilled business suiting and wrinkled dicky suggested extremes of dreadful indigence. His frayed cuffs and yellow teeth, his bald head and purple eye, showed to what lengths he had been driven by his refusal to adopt simple 35business maxims within the grasp of all. He too sat at a roll-topped desk – but out of every drawer poured frightful IOUs which had never been honoured. Under him was written in letters of fire ‘I sold for Credit.’
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