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Preface



I HAD meant Mani, before I began writing it, to be a single chapter among many, each of them describing the stages and halts, the encounters, the background and the conclusions of a leisurely journey—a kind of recapitulation of many former journeys—through continental Greece and the islands. I accordingly made this journey, setting out from Constantinople, which seemed to be the logical point of departure historically, if not politically, for a study of the modern Greek world and then moved westwards through Thrace and Macedonia, south through the Pindus mountains, branching west into Epirus and east into Thessaly; south to all the rocky provinces that lie along the northern shore of the Gulf of Corinth, then eastwards through Boeotia and Attica to Athens. Next came the Peloponnese, the multiplicity of solitary islands and the archipelagos which are scattered over the Greek seas, the eastern outpost of Cyprus and the southernmost giant of Crete. I undertook this journey in order to pull together the unco-ordinated strands of many previous travels and sojourns in all parts of Greece, for I had begun wandering about this country and living in various parts of it a few years before the war. The war did not interrupt these travels though for the time being it altered their scope and their purpose; and since then they have continued intermittently until this very minute of an early morning on a white terrace on the island of Hydra.


This long and fascinating journey, like those which preceded and followed it, was a matter of countless bus-rides and long stretches on horseback and by mule and on foot and on inter-island steamers and caiques and very rarely, for a sybaritic couple of weeks or so, on a yacht. When I became static at the end of it the number of dog-eared and closely written notebooks I had filled up on the way was a forbidding sight. To reduce all this material to a single volume was plainly out of the question. The chief problem, if the results were to be kept within manageable bounds, became one of exclusion.


All of Greece is absorbing and rewarding. There is hardly a rock or a stream without a battle or a myth, a miracle or a peasant anecdote or a superstition; and talk and incident, nearly all of it odd or memorable, thicken round the traveller’s path at every step. It seemed better, therefore, in writing, to abandon the logical sequence of the journey; to avoid a thin spreading of the gathered material over the whole rugged surface of Greece; to attack the country, rather, at certain chosen points and penetrate, as far as my abilities went, in depth. Thus I could allow myself the luxury of long digressions, and, by attempting to involve the reader in them, aspire to sharing with him a far wider area of Greek lands, both in space and time, than the brisker chronicle of a precise itinerary would have allowed. It absolved me from perfunctorily treading many well-beaten tracks which only a guilty and dutiful anxiety to be complete would have made me retrace in print; there was now no need to furnish this free elbow-room with anything which had not filled me with interest, curiosity, pleasure or excitement. To transmit these things to the reader is one of the two aims of this book.


The second aim, both of this and other books to follow, is to situate and describe present-day Greeks of the mountains and the islands in relationship to their habitat and their history; to seek them out in those regions where bad communications and remoteness have left this ancient relationship, comparatively speaking, undisturbed. In the towns and the more accessible plains many sides of life which had remained intact for centuries are being destroyed apace—indeed, a great deal has vanished since my own first visits to Greece. Ancient and celebrated sites are carefully preserved, but, between the butt of a Coca-Cola bottle and the Iron Curtain, much that is precious and venerable, many living mementoes of Greece’s past are being hammered to powder. It seems worth while to observe and record some of these less famous aspects before the process is complete.


These private invasions of Greece, then, are directed at the least frequented regions, often the hardest of access and the least inviting to most travellers, for it is here that what I am in search of is to be found. This is in a way the opposite of a guide book, for many of the best-known parts of ancient Greece, many of the world’s marvels, will be, perforce and most unwillingly—unless their link with some aspect of modern Greek life is especially compelling—left out. There are two thoughts which make this exclusion seem less unjust. Firstly, the famous shrines and temples of antiquity usually occupy so much space in books on Greece that all subsequent history is ignored; and, secondly, hundreds of deft pens are forever at work on them, while in this century, scarcely a word has been written on the remote and barren but astonishing region of the Mani.1 Even with this thinning of the material it was impossible to prevent the theme from ballooning from a chapter into a fair-sized book; and there are many omissions. The most noticeable of these is the belief in vampires, their various nature and their origins, to which many pages should have been devoted. I left them out because so much space is already used up on Maniot superstitions. But fortunately, or unfortunately, vampires exist in other regions, though they are less prevalent than in the Mani; so I will be able to drag them in elsewhere as a red herring.


It only remains to thank the enormous number of Greek friends and acquaintances whose hospitality and kindness over many years has been of such help to me. I would like especially to thank Amy and Walter Smart for their kind hospitality in Normandy, and Niko and Tiggie Hadjikyriakou-Ghika for lending me the beautiful house in Hydra where most of this book was written.






	HYDRA, 1958


	P. M. L. F.
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CHAPTER 1


South from Sparta


YOU had better look out if you are going up to Anavryti,’ said the young barber ominously as he snapped his scissors. He plunged them into another handful of dust-clogged hair. There was a crunch of amputation and another tuft joined the ring of colourless débris on the floor. The reflected head, emerging from a shroud in the looking-glass opposite, seemed to be shrinking visibly. It already felt pounds lighter. ‘They are a queer lot.’


‘Why must I look out?’ The nature of the threat sounded ambiguous. The reflected Spartan faces along the back of the shop were bisected with happy grins of anticipation.


‘Why?’ The policeman leant forward. ‘They’ll have the coat off your back!’


An old Arcadian in a kilt went even further. ‘They’ll skin you alive, my child,’ he said. A child, beaming at the barber’s elbow said, ‘They’ll eat you!’


Their tone made it impossible to treat their warnings with too much concern. I asked why they were so much to be feared.


‘Because they are Jews,’ the policeman said.


‘So they say,’ one of the Spartans added.


‘Of course they’re Jews,’ the Arcadian cried, turning on him. ‘All the villagers in Anavryti and Trypi are Jews. Always have been.’ By now the reflected men were rolling about with unrestrained laughter at the idea of these two semitic villages on top of the Taygetus mountains.


It was an outstanding bit of information. I had never heard of Jews in the Peloponnese. The only Jews in Greece, as far as I knew, were the Sephardim in the north—Salonika and a few mainland towns such as Yanina, Naoussa, Preveza and Arta and in a few of the islands—talking fifteenth-century Spanish and Ladino. Their story is well known. Expelled from Spain in 1492 by Ferdinand and Isabella, the Sultan had offered them hospitality in the areas of Constantinople and Salonika, just as the Medici had allowed them to take root and multiply in Grosseto and Leghorn. There is no anti-semitic feeling among the Greeks: Greek business men like to think they can outwit any Jew, or any Armenian for that matter; and, in the Karaghiozi shadow-play the Jewish puppets are amiably absurd figures in caftans and spiked beards called Yacob and Moïse, humorously whining broken Greek to each other in nasal squeaks. Their numbers have been cruelly reduced by the German occupation.


I asked if the villagers of Anavryti spoke Spanish. A priest’s reflection leant forward clicking his tongue in the negative: he was the hairiest man I’ve ever seen. (What’s he doing in here, I wondered. Orthodox clergy are forbidden to shave or cut their hair.) Two dark eyes seemed to be peering into the looking-glass through a hole in a black hayrick.


‘No,’ he said, ‘they speak Greek like the rest of us. When Holy St. Nikon the Penitent, the apostle of the Laconians, converted our ancestors to Christianity, these people were living in the plain. They took refuge up in the goat-rocks, and have lived there ever since. They go to church, they take the sacraments. They are good people but they are Jews all right.’


‘Of course they are,’ the old Arcadian repeated. Shaven and shorn now, and brushed clear of the wreckage, I prepared to go. The old man leant from the window into roasting Sparta and, waving his crook, shouted through grinning gums equipped with a solitary grey fang, a repetition of his warning that they would skin us alive.
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The man who led the way to the mosaics—the only antiquity surviving inside the modern town of Sparta and a Graeco-Roman one at that—had the same tale to tell. They were a strange lot; and Jews. . . . We followed him down some steps under an improvised roof. With a tilt of his wrist, he emptied a pitcher on a grey blur of dusty floor. The water fell in a great black star, and, as it expanded to the edges, shapes defined themselves, colours came to life and delightful scenes emerged. Orpheus in a Phrygian-cap fingered his lyre in the heart of a spellbound menagerie of rabbits, lions, leopards, stags, serpents and tortoises. Then, as effeminate and as soft as Antinous, Achilles swam to the surface among the women of Scyros. Next door another splash spread further enchantments: Europa—lovely, Canova-like, with champagne-bottle shoulders and a wasp waist, heavy-thighed, callipygous and long-legged—sat side-saddle on the back of a fine bull breasting the foam to Crete.


‘How pleased Zeus is to have her on his back,’ the man observed. ‘See, he’s smiling to himself.’


When we left, the water was drying on the first mosaics, and the flowers and figures and beasts had almost faded back into invisibility. In the time of Pausanias the town’s most treasured exhibit was a fragment of the shell of one of Leda’s two eggs, the portentous double-yolker from which Helen was hatched. (The other one enclosed Clytemnestra, each of them sharing a shell with one of the heavenly twins.)


The fierceness of the blaze that had beaten on Sparta’s main street all day had diminished. The Laconian plain grew cooler. A few miles beyond the roofs and a ruffling vista of trees, the Taygetus mountains shot into the sky in a palisade which looked as sheer and unscalable as the Himalayas. Up the flank of this great barrier a road climbed, searing it in mile-long sweeps and acute angles like a collapsible ruler; up, up, until it vanished among peaks whose paler rocks gave a half-convincing illusion of eternal snow. This was the road to Anavryti, the approach march to our private invasion of the Mani. A chance acquaintance from Mistra, who turned out to be the bank manager of sleepy Sparta, was waiting with his jeep as he had promised and, as we went spinning through the cool woods to the point where the great upward zigzag began, I repeated my questions about the inhabitants of Anavryti. ‘Yes,’ he said, hooting his way through a clinking herd of goats; their twisted horns surrounded us for a moment in a tangled spinney: ‘they all say they are Jews but nobody knows why, or where they are from. It’s probably rubbish.’


It was very puzzling. Perhaps he was right. And yet the Greek world, with all its absorptions and dispersals and its Odyssean ramifications, is an inexhaustible Pandora’s box of eccentricities and exceptions to all conceivable rule. I thought of the abundance of strange communities: the scattered Bektashi and the Rufayan, the Mevlevi dervishes of the Tower of the Winds, the Liaps of Souli, the Pomaks of the Rhodope, the Kizilbashi near Kechro, the Fire-Walkers of Mavrolevki, the Lazi from the Pontic shores, the Linovamvaki—crypto-Christian Moslems of Cyprus—the Dönmehs—crypto-Jewish Moslems of Salonika and Smyrna—the Slavophones of Northern Macedonia, the Koutzo-Vlachs of Samarina and Metzovo, the Chams of Thesprotia, the scattered Souliots of Roumeli and the Heptanese, the Albanians of Argolis and Attica, the Kravarite mendicants of Aetolia, the wandering quacks of Eurytania, the phallus-wielding Bounariots of Tyrnavos, the Karamanlides of Cappadocia, the Tzakones of the Argolic gulf, the Ayassians of Lesbos, the Francolevantine Catholics of the Cyclades, the Turkophone Christians of Karamania, the dyers of Mt. Ossa, the Mangas of Piraeus, the Venetian nobles of the Ionian, the Old Calendrists of Keratea, the Jehovah’s Witnesses of Thasos, the Nomad Sarakatzáns of the north, the Turks of Thrace, the Thessalonican Sephardim, the sponge-fishers of Calymnos and the Caribbean reefs, the Maniots of Corsica, Tuscany, Algeria and Florida, the dying Grecophones of Calabria and Otranto, the Greek-speaking Turks near Trebizond on the banks of the Of, the omnipresent Gypsies, the Chimarriots of Acroceraunia, the few Gagauzi of eastern Thrace, the Mardaïtes of the Lebanon, the half-Frankish Gazmouli of the Morea, the small diasporas of Armenians, the Bavarians of Attic Herakleion, the Cypriots of Islington and Soho, the Sahibs and Boxwallahs of Nicosia, the English remittance men of Kyrenia, the Basilian Monks, both Idiorrhythmic and Cenobitic, the anchorites of Mt. Athos, the Chiots of Bayswater and the Guards’ Club, the merchants of Marseilles, the cotton-brokers of Alexandria, the shipowners of Panama, the greengrocers of Brooklyn, the Amariots of Lourenco Marques, the Shqip-speaking Atticans of Sfax, the Cretan fellaheen of Luxor, the Elasites beyond the Iron Curtain, the brokers of Trieste, the Krim-Tartar-speaking Lazi of Marioupol, the Pontics of the Sea of Azov, the Caucasus and the Don, the Turcophone and Armenophone Lazi of southern Russia, the Greeks of the Danube Delta, Odessa and Taganrog, the rentiers in eternal villaggiatura by the lakes of Switzerland, the potters of Syphnos and Messenia, the exaggerators and the ghosts of Mykonos, the Karagounides of the Thessalian plain, the Nyklians and the Achamnómeri of the Mani, the little bootblacks of Megalopolis, the Franks of the Morea, the Byzantines of Mistra, the Venetians and Genoese and Pisans of the archipelago, the boys kidnapped for janissaries and the girls for harems, the Catalan bands, the Kondaritika-speaking lathmakers of the Zagarochoria, the Loubinistika-speakers of the brothels, the Anglo-Saxons of the Varangian Guard, ye olde Englisshe of the Levant company, the Klephts and the Armatoles, the Kroumides of Colchis, the Koniarides of Loxada, the smugglers of Aï-Vali, the lunatics of Cephalonia, the admirals of Hydra, the Phanariots of the Sublime Porte, the princes and boyars of Moldowallachia, the Ralli Brothers of India, the Whittals of Constantinople, the lepers of Spinalonga, the political prisoners of the Macronisos, the Hello-boys back from the States, the two pig-roasting Japanese ex-convicts of Crete, the solitary negro of Canea and a wandering Arab I saw years ago in Domoko, the Chinese tea-pedlar of Kolonaki, killed in Piraeus during the war by a bomb—if all these, to name a few, why not the crypto-Jews of the Taygetus?


We were gaining height at a vertiginous pace. As we turned the angle of each long slant, a new expanse of Laconia unfurled below. These foothills were already in shadow but the answering slopes of Mt. Parnon were immaterialized by soft light. Evening sunbeams streamed obliquely through the mountain rifts, filling with green and gold and gentle shades the swellings and the subsidences of hollow Lacedaemon. The sauntering loops of the Eurotas had shrunk now to a thread whose track was marked by oleanders opening cool green sheaves of spiked leaves and pretty flowers of white and pink paper over little more than the memory of water: a memory whose gleam, through the arid months to come, would keep their bright petals from languishing. Poplars, willows, aspens and plane trees fluttered along the banks and olive groves speckled the mild slopes with silver-green, the stem of each tree casting a longer shadow now. In a score of places the slanting sunlight caught the discs of threshing floors, each as smooth and as faultlessly circular as the base for a cylindrical temple and shining now like coins. We climbed into a zone where couples of eagles, patrician and aloof, circled and drifted with a few furlongs of air between them through their last flight of the day. Angular shadows were advancing over the plain underneath putting out the flash of the threshing floors one by one.


Nothing in the grace and the enchantment of all this could remind one of museless and unbookish Sparta. Time has erased all suggestion of the hateful ways of that Potsdam of the Peloponnese and it is a message from long before, clear with the indestructible truth of legend, that reaches the observer as he looks down; an intimation as miraculous and consoling as the hand of Argive Helen laid across his brow. He remembers that here stood the palace of Menelaus, the gates where Telemachus and Peisistratus reined in their chariot for news of Odysseus and stayed as the guests of the red-haired king and his ageless queen and, lulled by nepenthe, fell asleep. A few miles north-west lies the gorge that led them back to Pylos. Reaching Kalamata1 at sunset, their wheels slowed down on the sands next day.


The bank manager set his jeep at the steepening slopes. It had become a race with the sun. The shadow line was mounting the sides of the Taygetus as inexorably as the tide, submerging us at moments until a steep twist in the road, up which the jeep jolted headlong, lifted us buoyantly once more into a last precious radiance. But all at once, at a final sharp twist, we went under for good. The road turned inwards along a high green valley of trees and flocks fast filling up with twilight. As it grew darker, this high valley became stiller and more mysterious; the road dwindled to a winding track; at last the lights of Anavryti began to glimmer through the dark. Such is the force of suggestion that the first shepherd seemed to resemble, in the jeep’s headlamps, a light-skinned Yemenite. We expected, at any moment, to be surrounded by Shylocks and Fagins and Svengalis, like the wonderful caftaned populations, the forests of red and black beards, waxen faces, corkscrew side-whiskers and black beaver-hats (occasionally a rabbi’s with a fox’s brush coiled round the crown) that surround a newcomer in many of the villages of High Moldavia or Bukovina.


It was something of a disappointment to find ourselves, when we reached the centre of Anavryti, at the heart of an ordinary assembly of Laconian peasants. Here and there the will to believe would give an illusion of Hebraic characteristics, but when the stranger came nearer to the lights of the coffee-shop, the illusion would fade. The bank manager drove off into the night and, over wine after a meal of eggs and potatoes, we discussed ways of crossing the Taygetus into the Mani. ‘The Mani!’ everyone exclaimed. Why did we want to go there? They were a terrible lot: wild, treacherous people, knife-drawers—machairovgáltes!—and they shot at people from behind rocks. The dismay was general. Only one man spoke up for them—they were very good people indeed, he said; gentle as lambs to strangers.


Maps were unfolded and we twisted up the wick of the lamp. Most of the company recommended going westwards through the villages of Bergandéïka and Yannitza to the plains of Kalamata, and then turning south along the west coast of the Mani. In the end, however, persuaded by a grave-looking middle-aged man called Yorgo, we decided on a route running south-west into the heart of the Peninsula. Although only the frailest of dotted lines crossed the multiplied contours of the map and the deepening patches of purple and green along the Taygetus watershed, it looked shorter. As this was impassable to mules, formal bargainings for a beast were dropped and Yorgo agreed to shoulder most of our untidy impedimenta and guide us as far as the town of Kampos. Maps turn everyone into field-marshals, and forefingers were soon jostling each other across the painted paper landscape while a dozen mouths attempted to spell out the place names from the printed Latin characters, turning (naturally enough) the X’s into CH, the P’s into R’s, the B’s into V’s, the H’s into E’s and spiritedly improvising sounds for the letters that had no similar symbols in the Greek alphabet; with strange results. Everyone had to put his finger on the little cluster of dots that pinpointed Anavryti. ‘Na to!’ they would say, clicking their tongues. “There it is! Just fancy their knowing the whereabouts of our village, far away in London!’ Their lamplit eye-sockets expanded with pleasure.


The village subsisted, they said, and prosperously too, on the tanning of hides—which arrived from the plains by mule and cart-load—with bark from the woods of the valley. They cut them up and sewed the pieces into boots and shoes. They also wove blankets and those thick rope mats that are used in the oil presses during the olive harvest. Little caravans of mules laden with their wares were always setting forth and their merchandise was peddled from house to house in the mountain villages and markets of Laconia and Messenia and Arcadia. These industrial and mercantile pursuits are unusual in a small highland community and, as several jugs of wine had been emptied, I at last risked the question which had been at the tip of my tongue all the evening: what was all this about the Jewish origins of their village and of Trypi? There was a cheerful outbreak of laughter.


‘It’s all nonsense,’ one of them said. ‘Those sleepy clodhoppers in the plains are jealous because we are cleverer and harder-working and above all,’ he leant forward with a meaning smile, ‘better bargainers than they are.’


‘That’s right,’ another agreed. “The Anavrytans are as bright as they make them. We can nail horseshoes on a louse.’ He shut one of his eyes and a neat gesture with horny hands demonstrated this delicate smithery, the fingers of his left hand seeming to grasp a louse’s hind leg, while those of his right plied an elfin hammer.


‘We can fly,’ another said.


‘We could sell you the air,’ a fourth added.


‘We sleep with one eye open,’ explained yet a fifth.


‘The plains-people are jealous because our wits are quicker,’ the first went on. “They come up here to get wool and we send them off shorn!’ Good humour was universal and more wine appeared.


‘We’re Christians just the same as they are and always have been.’


‘Yes, but how long has this joke about Jewish descent been going on?’


‘Always,’ was the proud answer. ‘For a century of centuries. . . .’


An elderly villager called Dimitri, who had adopted us for the night, led us home. Balconies almost as wide as the houses themselves, reached from outside by diagonal boxed-in staircases on wooden stilts, jutted above the lanes. On one of these Dimitri’s wife spread scarlet blankets and quilts against the mountain air. Dimitri, smoking a last cigarette as he leant on the balcony’s edge, said he thought there might be some truth in the story of the Jews and the flight from St. Nikon. ‘But who can tell? It’s such a long time ago . . . ages and ages . . . over a hundred years, perhaps . . .’


There was a new moon. Who were the Anavrytans, then? Probably ordinary Greeks, like the rest of Laconia. After all, the Kravarites had said that the mulberry-trees of Perista were planted there centuries ago by Jews, and the Tzakonians of Ay. Andrea had referred to the inhabitants of nearby Karakovouni as ‘Jews’—meaning, perhaps, nothing more than ‘strangers’ or people ignorant of the Tzakonian dialect—and the Chiots are nicknamed ‘Jews’ because of their commercial acumen. . . . And yet the pursuits of the Anavrytans . . . it was a conundrum. After the Slav invasion of the Peloponnese, these particular mountains were the haunt of a wild Bulgarian tribe, the Meligs. Could some of these, remaining unassimilated longer than the rest and, still heathen, have been dubbed ‘Jews’, the name sticking even after their conversion and assimilation? There are no records, and it is impossible to discover. Wine-heavy sleep soon smoothed out these wrinkles of perplexity.
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It was only very much later that this perplexity came anywhere near solution. For there had, indeed, been Jews in the Peloponnese. Gemistus Plethon (the great humanist of the court of the Palaeologues at Mistra a few years before it was overrun by the Turks, whose body Sigismondo Malatesta recovered and buried at Rimini) maintained that the inhabitants of the Peloponnese were of the purest Hellenic descent. The late Byzantine satirist Mazaris ridicules these assertions, in an atrociously written libel in the style of Lucian called the Sojourn of Mazaris in Hades, by dividing up the people of the Morea into Greeks (Lacedaemonians and Peloponnesians), Italians (the remains of the Latin conquerors), Slavs (Sthlavinians), Illyrians (i.e. Albanians), Egyptians (Gypsies) and Jews. As this was written with the declared purpose of attacking Plethon, it is suspect; but history lends some colour to his statement. The two wandering Spanish rabbis of the twelfth century, Benjamin of Tudela and Abraham ibn Daoud, talk of scattered Jewish communities through the length and breadth of Greece and the Empire. The Synaxary (which chronicles the lives of Orthodox saints) mentions that St. Nikon was unwilling to save the Laconian town of Amykli from the ire of the Christians unless the Jews were expelled, ‘as the Jews, like the Melig Slavs of the Mani, were a great hindrance to the spread of the truth of the Gospel’. The Greek academician, N. Bees, records that Trypi was known as ‘a fore-town of Mistra, Jewish Trypi’. So why not Anavryti as well? How long had all these Jews been established in the Peloponnese?


It was with great surprise that I found, in Flavius Josephus and in the first book of Maccabees, mentions of ancient links between Sparta and the Jews; how Jonathan, the high priest in the reign of Demetrius Nicator (circ. 140 B.C.), sent ambassadors to the Spartans, reminding them of their ancient bonds in the time of Onias the High Priest and of King Areus II of Sparta (who reigned from 264 to 257 B.C.). More surprising still is a letter from the King: ‘Areus king of the Lacedaemonians to Onias the High Priest, greeting. It is found in writing that the Lacedaemonians and Jews are brethren, and that they are of the stock of Abraham: now, therefore, since this is come to our knowledge, ye shall do well to write unto us of your prosperity. We do write back again to you, that your cattle and goods are ours and ours are yours. . . .’ 2


Unburdened as yet by all these complications, I slept on peacefully.





CHAPTER 2


The Abomination of Desolation


ON the map the southern part of the Peloponnese looks like a misshapen tooth fresh torn from its gum with three peninsulas jutting southward in jagged and carious roots. The central prong is formed by the Taygetus mountains, which, from their northern foothills in the heart of the Morea to their storm-beaten southern point, Cape Matapan, are roughly a hundred miles long. About half their length—seventy-five miles on their western and forty-five on their eastern flank and measuring fifty miles across—projects tapering into the sea. This is the Mani. As the Taygetus range towers to eight thousand feet at the centre, subsiding to north and south in chasm after chasm, these distances as the crow flies can with equanimity be trebled and quadrupled and sometimes, when reckoning overland, multiplied tenfold. Just as the inland Taygetus divides the Messenian from the Laconian plain, its continuation, the sea-washed Mani, divides the Aegean from the Ionian, and its wild cape, the ancient Taenarus and the entrance to Hades, is the southernmost point of continental Greece. Nothing but the blank Mediterranean, sinking below to enormous depths, lies between this spike of rock and the African sands and from this point the huge wall of the Taygetus, whose highest peaks bar the northern marches of the Mani, rears a bare and waterless inferno of rock.


But all this, as we toiled up the north-eastern side next morning, was still a matter of conjecture and hearsay. Yorgo, trudging far above, stooped Atlas-like under our gear. The shoulder-strings of the Cretan bag in which I had stuffed the minute overflow burnt into my shoulders. . . . The chestnut trees of Anavryti were far below, and as we climbed the steep mountainside and the sun climbed the sky, vast extents of the Morea spread below us. The going grew quickly steeper and the path corkscrewed at last into a Grimm-like and Gothic forest of conifers where we were forever slipping backwards on loose stones and pine-needles. Emerging, we could look back over range after range of the Peloponnesian mountains—Parnon, Maenalus, even a few far away and dizzy crags of Killini and Erymanthus, and, here and there, between gaps of the Spartan and Arcadian sierras, blue far-away triangles of the Aegean and the gulf of Argos. But ahead we were faced by an unattractively Alpine wall of mineral: pale grey shale and scree made yet more hideous by a scattered plague of stunted Christmas trees. These torturing hours of ascent seemed as though they could never end. A vast slag heap soon shut out the kindly lower world; the sun trampled overhead through sizzling and windless air. Feet became cannon-balls, loads turned to lead, hearts pounded, hands slipped on the handles of sticks and rivers of sweat streamed over burning faces and trickled into our mouths like brine. Why, we kept wondering, though too short of breath for talk, does one ever embark on these furious wrestling matches, these rib-cracking clinches with the sublime? Felons on invisible treadmills, our labour continued through viewless infernos like the waste-shoots of lime-kilns. . . . Finally the toy German trees petered out and the terrible slope flattened into a smooth green lawn scattered with flowers and adorned by a single cistus clump with a flower like a sweet-smelling dog-rose. Yorgo was waiting in a last narrow cleft immediately above. It was the watershed of the Taygetus and so sharply defined that one could put a finger on a thin edge of rock and say, ‘Here it is.’ A last step, and we were over it into the Mani.


A wilderness of barren grey spikes shot precipitously from their winding ravines to heights that equalled or overtopped our own; tilted at insane angles, they fell so sheer that it was impossible to see what lay, a world below, at the bottom of our immediate canyon. Except where their cutting edges were blurred by landslides, the mountains looked as harsh as steel. It was a dead, planetary place, a habitat for dragons. All was motionless. There was not even a floating eagle, not a sound or a sign that human beings had ever trodden there, and immense palisades of rock seemed to bar all way of escape. The perpendicular and shadowless light Reverberated from the stone with a metallic glare and the whole landscape had a slight continual shudder, trembling and wavering in the fierce blaze of noon. The only hint of salvation lay far away to the south-west. There, through a deep notch in the confining mountains, gleamed a pale and hazy vista of the Ionian with a ghost of the Messenian peninsula along its skyline. Everything, except this remote gleam, was the abomination of desolation.


On a narrow ledge that overhung this chaos we found a miraculous spring: a trickle of cold bright water husbanded in a hollow tree-trunk lined with brilliant green moss. A wild fig-tree gesticulated overhead. Here, after long draughts, we lay with our feet propped on boulders. While sweat dried in salty craters and our pulses gradually slowed down we watched the thin blue wreaths of cigarette smoke melt into the sky as speech came slowly back. These empty peaks, according to Homer, were the haunt of Artemis and of three goat-footed nymphs who would engage lonely travellers in a country dance and lead them unsuspectingly to the precipice where they tripped them up and sent them spinning down the gulf. . . . All at once a further wonder came to increase our well-being: a cool breath of wind. This is one of the seldom-failing blessings of midsummer in the Peloponnese. After long broiling mornings when the afternoon, one would think, can only bring fiercer refinements of torture, the static air, heated beyond endurance, rises all at once like a Mongolfier and the sudden threat of that vacuum which nature abhors, drawing cool drafts from the sea along the winding canyons, sets up a delicious atmospheric commotion: a steady cool breeze that revives the traveller at his last gasp.


A faint tinkle of bells from the abyss told that faraway goats were shaking off the mesmeric stupor of midday. Yorgo, meanwhile, was busy slicing onions and garlic and green paprika pods into a concavity of the rock. Snipping the end off a cucumber, he handed it to Joan, who, without a word, stuck it on her forehead. (This curious custom spreads a welcome coolness on the forehead. It is common, in summer, to see people sitting over their food, or even walking in the street, with these mysterious dark green excrescences growing from their heads like the incipient horn of a unicorn’s foal.) Reaching into the hollow of the log, he extracted three paximadia from the spring and wrapped them in a cloth to draw the water out before they got too soggy. These dark brown pumices of twice-baked bread—the staple fare of Greek shepherds and of the medieval Basilian hermits—can be kept for months. Hard as fossils, they are excellent; especially with garlic, when soaked to the right consistency. (The baked oblongs are fluted with deep clefts for easier breaking, and the detached fragments look like nothing so much as the brown treeless islets scattered round the coasts of Greece; in fact, many a small archipelago—notably the crags jutting from the Libyan sea off the south of Crete—are called Ta Paximadia.) Unwrapping the cloth, he put them on a stone, sprinkled the onions and tomatoes and peppers and cucumber with rock-salt and poured oil over them. Then he picked a fig leaf on which he piled a handful of olives in a black pyramid and pulled out a small bottle of wine. We joined him, he crossed himself three times, and we all fell to. When we had finished, emptying the glass in turn and mopping up the last puddles of oil with lumps of paximadia, he produced some small green pears which were hard and sweet. While we leant back smoking against boulders, he scrupulously collected what remained of the paximadia, kissed it, and knotted it in a cloth. There is a superstitious veto against throwing away all but the smallest crumbs of bread and the kiss is a thanksgiving and a memento of the Last Supper. He was a fair-haired, friendly but rather silent man.


‘You shouldn’t go to sleep under a fig tree,’ he said, observing our falling eyelids.


‘Why not?’


‘The shadow is heavy.’


I had heard this before, especially in Crete. There is never an explanation of this heaviness, except that it is alleged to bring on vertigo and bad dreams; it is as odd as the Caribbean superstition that sleeping under the bells of a datura tree in flower drives the sleeper mad. I shifted a few inches out of politeness, though I have never felt the ill effects. Yorgo lay with his head on a stone.


When we woke up half an hour later, two small figures were standing at gaze a little distance off and behind them half a dozen goats had materialized, their presence unheralded by the clash of bells. We called to them but they neither answered nor moved, and it was only by dint of long coaxings and assurances that we were neither robbers nor outlaws that they ventured closer. They were two barefoot, raggedly dressed and ikon-faced little girls of ten and twelve, both of them extremely beautiful. They were tanned to a gypsy darkness, their hair was inexpertly bobbed and their brown legs were criss-crossed with the scars of thorns and thistles. They sat side by side on stones with their hands clasped round their knees and drank us in with immense black luminous eyes strangely compounded by innocence and wisdom under brows like arched and sweeping penstrokes, which seemed to fill their entire faces. Delicate, fine-boned and solemn, they could have been nothing but Greek; not so much the Greeks of the pagan world as the spiritual etiolation that gazes from the walls of St. Sophia and Ravenna: the bewildering combination of aloofness and devouring intensity that radiates from the eye-sockets of eastern Madonnas and empresses. They were called Anastasia and Antiope. Too shy to talk, almost their only utterances were an occasional cry—accompanied by a flung stone or a menacing flourish of their crooks—directed at a goat straying too far from the flock. Then they would sink into their silent and wide-eyed scrutiny. We gave them our remaining pears, and they thanked us with a polite gravity, but kept them, they said, to eat later. The pears remained like votive offerings in their cupped brown hands. When we rose and said good-bye, they asked us, suddenly articulate, why we didn’t stay on, and the eldest waved her hand round the rocky landscape as if to say that their house was at our disposal. But we hoisted our bundles and set off downhill.


‘Go towards the Good,’ one of them said, and the other, ‘May you have the Good Hour!’


The immobile figures of these two little Byzantines dwindled as we zigzagged downhill. Even at a distance we could sense the wide effulgent gaze which those four eyes aimed from their ledge half-way to the sky. They waved when we were just about to dip out of sight. There are very few people in these surroundings, Yorgo observed. ‘They are wild and shy and not accustomed to talk.’ He pointed straight up into the air. The canyon was closing round us. ‘They see nothing but God.’
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The mountain-side descending into the chasm was an upturned harrow of spikes, the spaces between the spikes were choked with boulders and loose stones and so steep was the slope that every other step unloosed a private landslide. Labouring downhill in cataracts of falling stones whose clatter sent echoes volleying along the ravine, we got to the bottom at last.


The torrent bed, filled with bleached boulders, wound away nowhere between confining walls of rock. It was utterly desolate. Sometimes the dry bed would widen into a broad pebbly loop, only to close again to narrows which must turn the spate of winter waters into a swollen turmoil of foam and spray. Now there was not even a trickle; only the occasional loyal emblem of an oleander. But one of the turnings brought us on top of a shady and idyllic clump of plane trees growing round the entrance to a cave. It was built up with flat stones into a fold for flocks, and a group of men and women were squatting or lying under the leaves. Donkeys were tethered to the lower boughs, and goats, whose far-off bells we had heard from the mountain top, nibbled invisible vegetation among the rocks. Bronze cauldrons of whey bubbled over fires of thorns, dripping cloths full of wet cheese hung from the branches among bright haversacks and crooks and blankets and a couple of double-barrelled guns and a portable cradle like a Red Indian papoose which swung like a pendulum. Wooden saddles, to three of which we were promptly bidden—side-saddle, they make comfortable chairs when standing on the ground—were scattered about. The men and women, lean and dark as Algonquins, wore plaited wicker hats with brims almost a yard in diameter: great discs over which the shadows of the plane-tree leaves flickered and revolved and slid when their heads moved. We were given wooden spoons and half-calabashes of warm milk sprinkled with salt and then grilled about politics in England, the chances of war, the Cyprus question, Middle East strategy and the nature of the British Constitution.


One of the shepherds, with a hand laid on our shoulders, said the great bond between Greece and England was that we both had kings and queens. It was the first time we came in contact with the unshakable royalism of the Mani. Minute, long-necked casseroles were pushed into the embers, and, after coffee and farewells as cordial as though we were leaving after a month’s stay, we continued down the gorge. Our hands were filled with gifts of almonds and pears, our stuff was piled on a mule and driven off by a boy of sixteen called Chrysanthos. Yorgo’s office being accomplished, he shook hands and sped clean up the mountain-side as though he were wearing seven-league boots. Soon he was a speck far above us. He planned, incredible as it seemed, to be back at Anavryti by daybreak. His last words were a whispered admonition about the inhabitants of the Mani. . . .


Further along the gorge, Chrysanthos pointed to some scattered bones. ‘There you are,’ he said, ‘the remains of a rebel.’ I know nothing of anatomy, but they looked very much like the fragments of a human pelvis, a tibia and a couple of ribs. Then we noticed an old boot and a bit of rotted webbing. A little further on he picked up an empty cartridge-case and whistled down it.


‘These mountains were full of the cuckolds,’ he went on, ‘a real stronghold. It took a man like Papagos to do them in.’ He described, with staccato gestures of aiming and trigger pressing and all the onomatopoeia of a battle—the whistle of bullets, the stutter of machine-guns and the bangs of mortar bombs exploding—how the rebel force had been outflanked and destroyed. . . . ‘The mountains stank of dead Elasites for weeks afterwards and a good riddance of bad rubbish. But they fought like dogs. Like dogs!’ He bared his teeth. ‘Because, after all, they were Greeks and they knew how to fight. . . .’


The gorge grew claustrophobically narrow and the whirling stratification of each side tallied as accurately with its fellow as if a knife stroke had sliced them apart. They almost joined overhead—spanned at one point, high above, by an old semicircular bridge—plunging the narrow rock-strewn bottom into the half darkness of a cave. Eaves and ledges of damp rock overhung and dripped with stalactites and a thicker and thicker mantling of creeper and weed and stunted trees choked the converging walls. It was gloomy and dank, the rocks shone with sweating seams and the tracks of snails and the passage was festooned with spiders’ webs. At each step their silken meshes snapped and we brushed the tangle from our hair and faces.


‘Not many people come this way,’ Chrysanthos observed, slashing through films of this grey rigging and wiping the tatters from his stick. ‘It’s a bad place.’


He rattled the stick across some boulders and a small party of bats went hurtling up towards the ribbon of sky overhead. Once he dislodged a little owl of Pallas Athene which flew noiselessly to the branch of a wild fig and watched us out of sight, its body in profile and its head full-face in the precise posture of vigilant alertness one knows from Greek coins.


At last the walls began to slant outwards and subside. The sky expanded. Curling down from the east, an old road, paved with slabs, carried us up again over a milder hillside while the river bed and its diminishing canyon trailed away to the west. We followed Chrysanthos on to a knoll, which he said had been the site of an old temple of Artemis, and sure enough, guarding the corridor which led back to the pass, great irregular blocks of Pelasgian masonry jutted in a bastion, and on the top of the knoll, presumably on the emplacement of the vanished temple itself, stood a handsome old church embedded in scaffolding. The interior was a jungle of lashed beams and platforms of planks, and three masons in those neat paper caps, of the kind worn by the Carpenter in Alice in Wonderland (made, in this case, of folded sheets of the Akropolis and the Ethnikos Kiryx), were sitting smoking among a débris of fallen plaster. They were repairing it, they said, as it had been struck by lightning the year before. They led us up a ladder to the top of the narthex. Daylight showed through gaps, fragments of the rood-screen were broken off, and great fissures crossed the painted walls. These were populated with lively seventeenth-century frescoes bright with the elaborate gilding of haloes and splendid with splashes of blue and scarlet robes; all were dominated by the church’s patron, St. Demetrius, on a prancing steed. A ray of sunlight fell on a menacing figure of Apollyon holding aloft a flaming sword. A mason stroked his gorgoned breastplate, and the two hideous faces embossed on his brazen greaves.


‘Look at those two ugly devils!’ He pointed to one on the left leg. ‘That’s Stalin,’ he said, then at the right, ‘and that’s Gromyko.’


The mountains were behind us, and the gentle foothills waved softly seawards dotted with villages and sparkling with threshing floors. Beyond the last hills lay the mild expanse of the Messenian Gulf and the westernmost peninsula of the Peloponnese, where Methoni and Coroni lay. To the north a grey shoulder of the Taygetus concealed the innermost part of the gulf, where sizzled Kalamata. In Galtes, the first village, we stopped for a glass of wine under a trellis with the priest and some peasants in those great Maniot hats, and continued downhill. The road unwound in easy loops. The late afternoon sunset softened everything and, combined with the relief of escape from the confinement of the mountains, it charged the air with a feeling of well-being and holiday. As the hills subsided into a little plain, we fell in with a troop of mules, three of which were mounted by young men. One was a god-brother of Chrysanthos, so in a moment we were hoisting our tired limbs into the saddle.


‘From Kalamata?’ the god-brother asked.


‘No, from Anavryti.’


‘Where’s that?’


‘The other side of the Taygetus.’


He plainly didn’t believe it, until Chrysanthos assured him it was true. His sympathy was immediate. ‘And the lady—I’m sorry, I don’t know your name—?’


‘Ioanna.’


‘And the Kyria Ioanna too? Po, po, po! You must be dead! Those goat-rocks are enough to kill anyone. They are desperate things, they drag the soul out of you.’ His face grew serious. ‘There’s only one remedy when anyone’s as tired as that.’ He spoke with the earnestness of a diagnostician. ‘A medium coffee carefully boiled. Then, after half an hour,’ he closed and raised his fist and made a gesture of pouring towards his mouth with an extended thumb, ‘wine. Good wine. And a great deal of it.’ His knit brow became still graver and to avoid all ambiguity he decided to re-phrase it. ‘When you get to Kampos,’ he pointed to the little town ahead of us, whose bells had been clanking for the last few minutes, ‘you must drink a great deal of wine.’


We were riding through a grove of olives growing out of red earth scattered with stones. The twisted branches were strident with cicadas. The mules trotted along at a spanking pace, and, infected by the excitement of nearing home, they broke into something approaching a gallop. The little cavalcade kicked up a cloud of dust that the last rays of the sun turned into a transfiguring red-gold cloud. We drew rein at the outskirts of Kampos, as the mules were going on to Varousia to collect sacks for wheat which had been threshed during the day. The sun had gone down but the trees and the first houses of Kampos were still glowing with the sunlight they had been storing up since dawn. It seemed to be shining from inside them with the private, interior radiance of summer in Greece that lasts for about an hour after sundown so that the white walls and the tree trunks and the stones fade into the darkness at last like slowly expiring lamps.


‘Don’t forget my advice,’ the muleteer said and with a rattle of hoofs his brisk score of mules went pricking away through the olive trees in their strange aureole of dust.
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His prescription was excellent. Sitting in the humble plateia of Kampos after dinner, fittingly drugged with wine, all the weariness of the long day’s trudge had resolved itself into a pleasantly blurring torpor. Over the rooftops and leaves in the glimmer of starlight and of the thin ghost of a new moon, the bulk of the Taygetus mountains looked steeper and more impregnable than ever. It seemed impossible that it was only that morning we had set off from that far away pseudo-Judaea the other side. . . . Self-congratulation, however, deflated slightly at the thought of Yorgo striding across them at that very moment. . . . A tall form, wishing us good evening and then subsiding on a chair, broke the trend of our sleepy talk. It was a lean, quixotic-looking man with hollow cheeks and beetling eyebrows. He put an ekatostáriko of wine on the table and filled the glasses. We asked him about the town of Kampos.


‘It’s a miserable place,’ he said, ‘a suburb of Kalamata, really, although it’s several hours away, and the inhabitants are a useless lot. They’re Vlachs.’


‘Vlachs? Surely not in the Peloponnese?’


‘That’s what we call them.’


I said I had never heard of any Vlachs south of the Gulf of Corinth, and never expected to find any in the Mani.1


‘This isn’t the real Mani,’ he said, ‘it’s what they call the Exo Mani, the Outer Mani. You have to wait till you get to the Deep Mani, the Mesa Mani, south of Areopolis, before finding true Maniots. They are quite a different thing. Honourable, tall, good-looking, hospitable, patriotic, intelligent, modest—’


‘So you don’t come from Kampos?’


‘May God forfend!’


‘Where from, then?’


‘From the Deep Mani.’





CHAPTER 3


Kardamyli: Byzantium Restored


KAMPOS by daylight was a hot, characterless little town and we were glad to leave. While we waited for the bus in the market-place, the Deep Maniot with the sorrowful countenance came loping towards us under his giant Mambrino’s helmet of straw. He produced a clean blue handkerchief in which some plums and greengages were knotted. Peeling them carefully with a jack-knife, he dropped them into glasses of retsina to cool and then offered them in turn impaled on a fork. There are times in Greece when you feel you could live with as little forethought about food as Elijah; meals appear as though laid at one’s elbow by ravens. Our benefactor was in the throes of acute melancholia. He hated living in Kampos among all these half-baked Vlachs. He spoke once more of the Deep Mani as a longed-for and unobtainable Canaan. Why didn’t he live there? ‘Don’t ask,’ he said, and made that tired circular gesture with his open hand suggesting a piling up of complications on which it was too tedious and vexatious to embark. ‘Troubles . . .’ he said. It occurred to me that he was perhaps involved in one of the feuds for which the Mani is notorious and had fled to these alien lowlands for refuge.


‘You ought to be there in the autumn,’ he said, ‘when the quails fly over in millions. We spread nets and set traps for them and roast them on spits. . . . If you gave me your address in London and if God grants me life till the autumn I could get my niece down there to fill up a great can with quails in oil for you to eat as a mézé in London. . . . We could seal it up at the top with a soldering iron. . . .’


The bus rattled us along a switchback road above the Messenian Gulf. Twice everybody had to dismount and negotiate bad bits of road, until, after an hour, we came in sight of Kardamyli, a castellated hamlet on the edge of the sea. Several towers and a cupola and a belfry rose above the roofs and a ledge immediately above them formed a lovely cypress-covered platform. Above this the bare Taygetus piled up.


It was unlike any village I had seen in Greece. These houses, resembling small castles built of golden stone with medieval-looking pepper-pot turrets, were topped by a fine church. The mountains rushed down almost to the water’s edge with, here and there among the whitewashed fishermen’s houses near the sea, great rustling groves of calamus reed ten feet high and all swaying together in the slightest whisper of wind. There was sand underfoot and nets were looped from tree to tree. Whitewashed ribbed amphorae for oil or wine, almost the size of those dug up in the palace of Minos, stood by many a doorway. Once more I wondered how these immense vessels were made. They are obviously too big for any potter smaller than a titan with arms two yards long. As usual, theories abound. Some say a man gets inside the incipient jar like a robber in the Arabian Nights, and builds up the expanding and tapering walls as they rotate on a great wheel; some, that the halves are constructed separately and then put together; others that they are cast in huge moulds; yet others assert that they are built up from a rope of clay that is paid out in an expanding and then a contracting coil until the final circle of the rim is complete; which is made to account for the ribs and the fluting that gird them from top to bottom. . . . I had heard, all over Greece, that they came from Coroni in the Messenian peninsula, only the other side of the gulf. It was strange that, even here, there should be such a conflict of solutions. There were only four men in the little group I asked among the beached fishing boats. If there had been more, no doubt the total of solutions would have risen accordingly.1


For the first time,—in conversation, and over the very few shops,—I became aware of one of the typical Maniot name-endings, one which is found nowhere else in Greece: Koukéas, Phaliréas, Tavoularéas, and so on. The last of these was the name of the schoolmaster, a charming and erudite man, who told us of the vanished temple of the nereids built there to commemorate the time the sea-nymphs came ashore to gaze at Pyrrhus, the son of Achilles—or Neoptolemos as he is called in Homer—when he set off for his wedding with Andromache’s rival, Hermione. The church, dedicated to the Falling Asleep of the Blessed Virgin, now occupies the site. There was a marble rosette in the centre of the floor under which a dowser, some years previously, had divined the presence of gold in large quantities a few metres down; perhaps gold ornaments in some pre-Christian tomb. Strangely, nobody had got busy with crowbars. . . . In a little room in the schoolhouse was a rose antique funerary slab with a beautifully incised epitaph in Hellenistic characters commemorating the great love and respect that all his contemporaries felt for the deceased, ‘the Ephebe Sosicles the Lacedaemonian’. The inscription ended with a delicate curved loop of knotted and fluttering ribbon. Above the village, in the burning and cactus-covered hillside, he pointed out two rectangular troughs hacked out of the rock: the graves, after all their vicissitudes, of Castor and Pollux; or so it was thought . . . they looked far too short for the great boxer and his horse-breaking twin whose constellations shine in the sky alternately. Further on a dark cistern was hewn in the mountain-side surmounted by a roughly carved lion’s head and, yet further, hard by the golden church lay the castellated remains of a fort with dungeons and barred windows and rough-hewn staircases. The little castle and the church, we were told, were built by one of the descendants of the Palaeologi who had sought refuge here from the Turks after the fall of Mistra in 1461.


A large bell, green with verdigris, embossed with an effigy of a Catholic bishop with mitre and crosier and the legend that it was the ‘gift of the heirs of the de Bolis family’, hung in the belfry—a present, perhaps, from the Venetians when the Maniots were their allies against the Turks; or loot from a pirate-raid. The schoolmaster said that Kolokotronis, when he was here with his klephts before the outbreak of the Greek War of Independence (for it was here that he foregathered with Mavromichalis and the Maniot leaders before attacking the Turkish garrison in Kalamata: the first act of the war after the standard of revolt was raised at the Monastery of Kalavryta on the 25th March, 1821), would play games of human chess in this very courtyard. The flagstones were chalked out like a board and his pallikars took up their positions in squares—I hope in the cool of the evening—while Kolokotronis, in his kilt and his fabulous fireman’s helmet, would stand on the wall and shout the moves, his opponent doing the same at the other end. The loser was condemned to take the victor for a ride on pick-a-back.


It was a varied morning’s exploration.
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I was alerted and fascinated by the schoolmaster’s mention of the Palaeologi, the reigning dynasty during the twilight of the Byzantine Empire. The last emperor—Constantine XI Palaeologus Vatatses—died fighting in the breach on the day the imperial city was captured by Mohammed II. In another book2 I have told the story of the tomb of Ferdinando Palaeologus in Barbados, whose granddaughter, Godscall Palaeologue, vanishes from historic record as a little orphan girl in Stepney or Wapping, her father having died at Corunna in 1692. Her imperial descent is based on the supposition that the emperor was survived by a third brother, a shadowy figure called John, as well as by the historically verified Thomas and Demetrius, joint despots of Mistra. There is no point in retracing here the slender putative thread of his line through Italy, Holland, Cornwall, Barbados, Spain and the East End of London. If John existed, which is open to question, this little girl may have been the last imperial princess of the house of Palaeologue. Alas, at the end of the seventeenth century she disappeared forever into the mists and fogs of the London Docks.


It is the belief of the Maniots, the schoolmaster told me, that the Maniots descend in part from the ancient Spartans and in part from the Byzantines of the Peloponnese, both of them having sought refuge from their respective conquerors in these inexpugnable mountains; in the same way that many of the Byzantine families of Athens sought asylum in the isle of Aegina. (As we shall see later, there is a certain amount of colour to both these claims.) The founder of the church and the fortified building, I was told, was a member of the Mourtzinos family, who were reputed to be descendants of the Palaeologues. The Mourtzini were a prominent family, and one of them—Michael Troupakis Mourtzinos—was the Bey of the Mani (a virtually independent prince, that is) from 1779 until 1782, when he was beheaded by the Sultan.
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Here I must anticipate a few weeks. Some days after this, in the Deep Mani, a young man gave me the name of his uncle, Mr. Dimitri Dimitrakos-Messisklis, the Athenian publisher, who, he said, had written a book about the Mani. Back in Athens, I sought him out above his bookshop, discovering him at last up a steep flight of stairs: a learned and delightful elderly gentleman in a long cavern of books overlooking Constitution Square. Over coffee we talked about the customs and the history of the Mani, and his discoveries corroborated, amended and increased the information I had by then accumulated about the towers and the blood-feuds and the dirges. How remote, as the traffic roared below us, that stony wilderness already seemed!


When I left, he presented me with a copy of his book.3 It is a wonderfully complete account of the Mani, its history and legends and topography and folklore; a model for county-historians anywhere. Here, in the part devoted to the Beys of the Mani, he sets down the traditional genealogy of the Troupakis-Mourtzinos family. The beginnings are far shakier than those of the Cornwall-Barbados-Wapping Palaeologi. The first one mentioned is a Michael Palaeologus in 1482, only twenty-nine years after the capture of the City, descendant of a branch, it seems, of the Palaeologi of Mistra, who had three sons: Panayioti, Dimitri and Tzanetto. The descendants of Panayioti were known by the surname of Troupaki, either, the book states, because they defended themselves from an ambush by taking up positions in a hole—trypa, or, in dialect, troupa—or because these shadowy Palaeologi, escaping from Mistra through the gorges of the Taygetus to the Mani, hid from the pursuing Turks in remote grottoes, where, like troglodytes, they lived for years. . . . Finally, when the coast was clear, they all settled in Kardamyli. The nickname stuck and the imperial surname fell into disuse. . . . The next of the family to be mentioned (perhaps the intervening names have been omitted as they are of little interest to the general reader) is the ruling Bey already mentioned: Michael, whose name of Troupakis is now augmented by Mourtzinos,4 another nickname, the dialect diminutive of mourgos, a bulldog; the complete name now meaning, roughly, Bullpup-in-the-Hole. The Bey’s son, Panayioti Mourtzinos, was Kapetan, or guerrilla leader, of Androuvitza; his son, Dionysios Mourtzinos, became war-minister of Greece in 1830. George Mourtzinos, the last of the descendants of Michael the Bey, died in 1848.


By normal standards, this is, to say the least, a shaky pedigree; especially at the beginning: those three phantom Palaeologi. . . . But, just supposing they were verifiable, the rest, even allowing for the gap which seems to precede Michael the Bey, might be authentic. Not only were there no genealogists under the Turkish occupation, but no archives or records, not even a parish register of births and deaths, till a very late date. It is only in the Ionian islands, which were under the Venetians, and among the Phanariot families that reigned in the Danubian Principalities, that Greek family records were kept; and, in those unchronicled centuries of oppression and turmoil and massacre and guerrilla warfare, oral tradition was the only link with time past. Fallible as it is, exposed to every rumour and misapprehension and post-facto accommodation, this is not always as unreliable as it might be supposed. There are many cases where, in the teeth of all likelihood and logical supposition, it has been proved right.


But I knew nothing about the Mourtzini at the time; nothing beyond the tradition that the former inhabitants of the castellated dwelling, the founders of the church, were popularly supposed to have been direct descendants of the Palaeologi. . . .


[image: image]


The quiet charm of Kardamyli grew with each passing hour. Most unexpectedly, we discovered a little hotel consisting of a few rooms over a grocer’s shop owned by Socrates Phaliréas, the cousin, it turned out, of a distinguished sculptor-friend in Athens. Equally unexpectedly, it was, in its unflamboyant way, very comfortable. No planks were spread here with hair-shirt blankets for a stylite’s penance, but springs and soft mattresses and a wicker chair or two waited for tired limbs in old and mellow rooms; and the kind, deep voice of the gigantic owner, a civilized and easy-going host, sitting down now and then for a chat, induced in all such a lack of hurry that the teeth of time and urgency and haste seemed all to have been drawn.
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