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    To my father, whose memory walked beside me on every mountain pass and through every silent valley. "I did not find your footsteps on the ground, but I found them rooted deep within myself. This journey was the conversation we never got to finish."

      

    



  	
        
            
            For freedom is not the unimpeded arrival at a predetermined destination; it is the decision to start— to judge and execute alone.
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To my father, whose memory walked beside me on every mountain pass and through every silent valley. 

“I did not find your footsteps on the ground, but I found them rooted deep within myself. This journey was the conversation we never got to finish.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Running on Full
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This journey was far more than just a life experience; it was a tracing of the past, a profound recognition of who I truly am and where I come from. It makes little sense to be immersed in the currents of Greek culture and language in Melbourne for fifty years without eventually experiencing them at their very source. On this journey, I didn't just find myself; I discovered the history of Greece within me, rediscovering a patriotism that had remained quiet for five decades while living across the seas.

For over fifty years, my birthplace was a memory kept in the quiet drawers of my mind—an echo of a language softening within the daily rhythm of my life in my adopted home. But when I decided to tread upon that soil once again, balanced on the two wheels of a bicycle, I realized this odyssey was more than an adventure. It was a silent excavation of the past, an emotional yet liberating recognition of my true identity and the depth of my roots. I was searching for the threshold where myth ends and my own story begins. I set out from the Australian wilderness and became one with the Greek countryside.

Amidst muddy tracks, historic bridges that still seem to breathe, and the simplicity of a lonely village or a quiet church courtyard, I found the history of Greece flowing through my own veins. There, beneath the skies of Gravia and Gorgopotamos, of Delphi and Dion, I rediscovered a dormant love for my heritage—a patriotism that had remained tucked away through all those years abroad, waiting patiently for this exact moment to bloom.
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The Pilgrimage of My Heart
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In Search of Freedom and My Roots
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I was born into deprivation. My childhood was shadowed by poverty—that persistent companion who knew the taste of hunger all too well. There were days when bread was a luxury. As the eldest of five siblings, I vividly remember my mother sending me to the bakery, carrying the heavy weight of shame to ask for a loaf on credit—verese. There were evenings when our only meal was a few sparse olives. Yet never, even in those darkest hours, did we beg. My father, a hard-working man who often went unpaid for months, and my mother, a talented seamstress who dressed the "high-society" ladies, always held their heads high.

Despite their resilience, my parents could not make ends meet with five children. Thus, we decided to migrate to Australia. The journey was eventful, but we finally arrived on April 18, 1970. Because we had no relatives here to receive us, we were taken directly to Bonegilla... I will [image: A close-up of a document
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not dwell, however, on the conditions there or how

Figure 1 - My arrival in Australia and Bonegilla

we eventually made our way from Bonegilla to Melbourne.

For as long as I can remember, what I sought most was the respect of those around me. I was an average student, but I wasn’t concerned with being first; I simply knew I would pass my classes, and that was enough. I was never troubled by feelings of jealousy or the need for affection. I didn't crave professional recognition or gifts from others. I learned to acquire everything through my own strength, and if I failed, I never felt guilt. My desires were always tangible, tailored to my own capabilities. There was only one exception: the desires that sparked fear within me. Those were the ones I sought out, finding a deep, boundless satisfaction in overcoming them. I wanted to be forever independent, for only then did I feel truly free. As the great American actor Steve McQueen once said: “Jumping with a motorcycle over a fence I call freedom.”

When life in our impoverished homeland became unbearable for my parents, we moved to Australia. Here, my father was paid fairly for his sweat, and my mother was respected for her craft. Yet, something was missing in this country that raised me—the place where I spent most of my life, became a husband, a father, and a grandfather. I lacked a substantive, tangible connection with the land of my birth: Greece. The need to recognize my roots became so imperative that I eventually took a DNA test to prove what I already knew: that I am Greek, not only in my soul but in my very genes. The ultimate honor of sacrificing for one's country always loomed large within me.

I read about our glorious history, about the impact of our ancestors' civilization on the West. I know the honor of being Greek. This is not about politics, but about philopatria—a love of country and justice—being ready to sacrifice for the ideals our ancestors taught us, without expectations or personal gain.

How is it possible, after such greatness, that some modern Greeks do not display a corresponding pride? How can we possess such a magnificent language and glorious history, yet sometimes appear like submissive lambs, "sold for thirty pieces of silver"? How is it possible to live in that land without recognizing its contribution to the rest of the world? As for those who claim we are not descendants of the ancient Greeks, let them look at the DNA results that scientists publish from time to time.

These agonizing questions led me to a life-defining decision: a pilgrimage to Greece. A journey where I would touch "with my own eyes" what I had read, where I would smell the culture and observe it in my own time until I understood it deeply. For this purpose, I chose the humblest, most direct means: the bicycle.

Those who heard my plan tried to discourage me. But I always said to myself: "Whatever they say is merely a human opinion; I am now ready for what they consider impossible."

The bicycle offers the closest contact with nature: the olive trees, the vineyards, the plane trees, and the singing of the birds. It is the most immediate way to smell the earth—wet and often blood-soaked by history—and to come into contact with the Greek countryside. This journey began not with a simple push of the pedals, but with a deep, rhythmic wave of liberation. It was a commitment to the promise of the freedom of the open road, a profound pilgrimage to History, Culture, and the selfless, compelling warmth of Philoxenia (Hospitality). I also carried a message of solidarity from the Greek-Australians of Melbourne, acting as a gesture of support for the age-old ethos and the indestructible historical character of the Nation. Some friends called it bravery, others called it madness; but it was what I truly wanted. Prudence played a secondary role.


"1000 Kilometres for our Greece and Cyprus"—that is what I named this journey. And one thousand Kilometres was the goal I intended to fulfill in about two weeks.



On many days, when my pedals felt the strength of my legs most emphatically, and during my solitary stretches under the scorching sun of Thessaly or the cool breeze of the Pindus mountains, I felt I was not alone. In my panniers, I carried—in spirit—the stories of Dionysia Mousoura.

There is an invisible kinship between the traveller who plows the earth and the writer who plows the fields of memory. Dionysia, with the grace of her Zakynthian heritage, managed to capture Melbourne and Greece in her books—not as two foreign places, but as two sides of the same coin. Where she uses words to heal the trauma of separation, I used the revolutions of my wheels. She gives voice to the migrant struggling with the shadows of the past, and I gave body to that migrant, returning to the places that gave him birth.

In the works of Mousoura, published by Nautilus, I found the Greece I was looking for: a Greece without pretension, full of "people of the heart" who may often bend but never break. Her literary creation and my odyssey are similar books written in different ways. They represent our shared need to say: "We existed, we suffered, and finally, we conquered the distance." Reading Dionysia in Melbourne, I was preparing my soul for Gorgopotamos. And now, writing my own story, I feel her pen accompanying me, reminding me that human truth knows no borders—only the homelands we carry within us.
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The Northern Awakening
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It was my fervent wish to begin my southward journey from the industrial fringes of Thessaloniki—a metropolis that carries upon it the invisible strata of Roman, Byzantine, and Ottoman ghosts. The city’s unyielding resilience, symbolized by the imposing White Tower, felt like a silent blessing on my memory and a promise of strength. My chosen escape route turned out to be a narrow provincial road, far from the frantic rush of the national highway. It was filled with the roar of passing trucks, whose turbulent drafts served as my first instinctive physical test.

My wife, Andrea, had showered me with her fears, trying every possible way to dissuade me: “Where will you go alone?” Upon learning of my decision, the rest of the family met me with a mixture of surprise and disbelief: “Is he alright? It’s probably just talk; he’ll never be able to pull something like this off.” My son-in-law George Iatropoulos, an Oncologist by profession, questioned whether I had undergone the necessary medical checks for my heart and lungs before departing.

All these remarks came like a cool rain in the stifling heat of summer—a warmth radiating from my own people, finally showing their true concern. Yet, most of them doubted I would ever succeed.

However, when they saw the plane ticket from Australia to Greece, they were left speechless. They likely thought that once I arrived, my perspective would change as I realized the sheer scale, the danger, the logistical hurdles, and, above all, the profound solitude of a cyclist facing mountains and valleys I had never seen before.

[image: ]The struggle to convince my loved ones of my resolve did not end there. My dear sister, Ophelia—to whom I hadn't mentioned a word about cycling until I arrived in Thessaloniki—joined the chorus of anxiety: “You’re getting a bike? But the roads here are death traps; they’ll run you over before you know it!” Even after I purchased it, she continued to urge me: “Why don't you just take a few rides around the villages of Agia Paraskevi in Thermi, just to get this urge out of your system... and actually stay alive?”

Yet, nothing could blunt my determination. Not even the fact that the bicycle I ordered from Australia fell far short of my expectations and requirements. It was smaller than I anticipated, and although it was electric, the shopkeeper informed me at the last minute that the battery had a range of only 30 to 35 kilometres—I had expected at least 90. I stood paralysed for three minutes when I heard the news. I did not like this development at all.

I looked at the salesman with bewilderment, trying to process what he was telling me. I eyed another bike in the shop and asked about it. His answer was disappointing: “That one can’t take a rear rack.” Without a rack, I couldn't carry my clothes or tools for the journey. I asked again if he could exchange mine for something more robust, but he explained that the order could not be cancelled.

I looked at my sister, Ophelia, who was waiting patiently at the entrance. I am certain she was thinking that the trip might be cancelled after all. For a moment, I saw her smile. But my desire to cover those 1,000 kilometres was so potent that I decided to take it as it was. “I’ll manage,” I thought.

When I brought it home and mounted it for the first time, I began to feel the true weight of the feat I was about to attempt. The negative reactions of my family had begun to sow seeds of doubt. That night, I put the battery on to charge and went shopping with my sister, arm-in-arm, to stock up on essentials for every eventuality. In doing so, I cast the negative thoughts behind me, promising myself: “We’ll see as we go. Since I don’t know the unknown, why should I worry about it?”

At dawn, I rose early and donned my few cycling clothes: glasses, sneakers, helmet, gloves. “Ophelia, open the gate please; I want to go for a ride to test it!”

[image: ]I had also brought an electronic device from Australia, supposedly to repel stray dogs. I knew I would encounter them, but it was in vain: the device never worked, not even with a fresh battery. Utterly useless, it found its place in a nearby bin. A strange sense of satisfaction, mingled with a new fear, washed over me. Satisfaction because I would be carrying one less object, and fear because I now had nothing to face the wild dogs I knew would cross my path.

I named that first day “Training Day.” I left from the back road of Agia Paraskevi, 20th Street, following the eastern route through the olive groves toward Souroti. The path was mostly flat, with a slight incline toward the end. I fared wonderfully. I even saw two other cyclists who appeared to be foreigners, and that gave me heart: “I am not alone,” I thought. That day I covered 28 Kilometres—a real achievement, as it was the first time I had ever cycled such a distance in my life. Every pedal stroke gave birth to a new thought; every thought added another positive note to my mind.

I continued like this for about five days, increasing the distance and the inclines daily—reaching Agios Antonis, Vasilika, Redestos, Galatista, and other villages along the way, slowly building endurance for the grand journey. "Grand" perhaps not for professional cyclists, nor perhaps for the young, but for me, it was grand. For me, it was incredibly grand. Ultimately, my resolve proved stronger than the fears and doubts. The decision had flourished within me.

“Wait, you mean you climbed the hill all the way to Agios Antonios?” my sister wondered when I returned on the third day of training. Agios Antonios is about eight kilometres from Agia Paraskevi in Thermi, but half the road is a steep ascend.

Yes, I climbed the road to Agios Antonis (at an altitude of about 310 meters) passing through Souroti, even though I had reached a point in life where my ears buzz constantly, my eyes require glasses, my hair has turned white as cotton, and arthritis reminds me of my age.

As I climbed and panted for breath, I remembered my father, who worked on long-distance buses. He once told me they were forced to take refuge in Agios Antonios because, back then, the road didn't exist, and it had snowed so heavily that it wasn't safe to descend the mountain with their bus. They had been hosted by a lady from Asia Minor and her husband. I remember this because, as the eldest brother, I witnessed the struggles of my parents first-hand. I understood their fight; I recognized their love for the family. I understood it to the point that I was constantly helping my father when we built our first house—digging foundations, carrying bricks and cement, going to the café to find the craftsmen who forgot to show up. My parents were passionately determined to put a roof over our heads. So many memories.

That night, I stared intensely at the map. The distance from Agia Paraskevi to Sindos (my starting point) was over 45 kilometres. I wanted to spend the first night of the trip in Methoni, Pieria—another 40 Kilometres after Sindos. I thought that doing 85 Kilometres on the first day while crossing through the heart of Thessaloniki might put me in great danger. So, I decided that I would somehow have to get to Sindos in the morning with the bike, so I could start fresh. But how?

[image: A group of clothes and items on a bed

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Figure 2 – Some of the necessary equipment I needed to carry



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Final Days Before the Venture
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I began scouring transport companies in Thessaloniki, but no one possessed the specific vehicle I required with a reasonable price. Ophelia, ever patient, drove me from one rental car lot to the next in her own car, our inquiries met with the same repetitive refusals. At one point, we headed toward "Makedonia" Airport. At the first lot, they told us they only sold cars; they didn't rent them. At the second, it was a similar story.

Suddenly, like a deus ex machina, I spotted a small shack tucked away at the back of a lot, invisible from the main road. It was our final hope. The yard was a chaotic graveyard of machinery—whole cars, half-skeletons of vehicles under repair, and rows of motorbikes. Outside the office door, an ashtray overflowed with stubs next to an empty paper coffee cup, both abandoned on a round table. I knocked tentatively. Panagiotis eventually answered.

"What do you need?" he asked. "I’m looking to rent a van for a day," I replied. "Can you help me out?" "What are you going to do with it?" he asked, gauging my intent. "I need to transport a bicycle down to the city. I’ll have it back by evening," I answered.

The moment he heard the word "bicycle," his face lit up. "Are you a cyclist?" he asked.

What was I supposed to tell the man? I began to stumble over my words, for I could hardly call myself a "cyclist." I had only been riding for a few months in Melbourne, and even then, rarely covering more than ten kilometres at a time. Does such a man earn the title of cyclist? "Yes," I answered eventually. "But not here. I cycle in Melbourne. I’ve come to Greece to ride across the country."

Luckily he hardly heard what I said. "Ah, I see! You should head up to Chortiatis; there are wonderful trails there," he advised. "Anyway, I have a van for you that will surely do the job."

Poor man—he had no idea what I was truly planning. I didn't dare discuss my actual route further, fearing that he, too, would think me mad.

Just then, his office phone rang. He picked it up, and I heard him uttering a string of "Yes, fine... yes... yes." At that same moment, Ophelia walked through the door. I could tell immediately that she was upset. I grew up with Ophelia; I spent the first seventeen years of my life by her side. I didn't just know her every expression; I could read her very thoughts. I knew it wasn't the time to speak, but I heard her explaining to Panagiotis that she had moved her car when he asked where she had parked.

It turned out the phone call was from the neighbouring lot; someone had spoken to her very rudely, and it had shaken her. "Forget about them, sister," I told her. "They aren't worth your thoughts."
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