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‘[Edward Enfield] is a terrific guide’


THE DAILY TELEGRAPH


‘A charming and witty work!’


DESTINATION FRANCE


‘The book is a delight from start to finish’
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‘Edward’s skills as a narrator combined with his gentle humour and sharp observer’s eye result in yet another delightful travel book’
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‘Enfield’s stories will make you weep with laughter’
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‘a sometimes witty and often well-observed account of some of the most beautiful and magical spots in the rugged Irish landscape’
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‘Edward Enfield… weaves in anecdotes and memories that fit seamlessly into the journey’s narrative’
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‘Older riders, or anyone seeking easy cycling in interesting parts of Europe, may find this delightful book well worth reading’
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Foreword by Harry Enfield


I was quite surprised at how agreeable I found this book upon first reading it. Surprised only because I don’t really think of my father as a very agreeable man. Not that I think of my father very often. One doesn’t really, does one? I mean, a father flits through the brain five or six times a month, buried safely in the middle of a thought: ‘What should I get Mum and Dad for Christmas?’ or ‘I must ring Mum and Dad.’ Sometimes he is allowed his own thought-sentences: ‘I wonder how Dad is? Obviously not dead or Mum would have rung.’


But when was the last time you, I, or anyone other than Woody Allen sat down and had a good long think about their father? For the purposes of this foreword I have had to do just this, and I have discovered that he is actually an agreeable man. The only reason I’ve been thinking otherwise is because I have a distant memory of his being disagreeable fifteen or twenty years ago. Since then I have vaguely noticed him becoming agreeable, but I’d forgotten to think about this phenomenon and update my mind. I have now done so. It is therefore of little surprise how agreeable I found this book upon reading it.


My father has taught himself that the secret of agreeability in old age is to keep himself away from other humans as much as possible. It is they who make him disagreeable, with their vile looks, hideous gaits and propensity to misuse the English language. In his disagreeable days society made him seethe. Now it makes him sleep. These days he is mostly in fine form, and when we start to annoy him he simply nods off. Recently he came to visit us in London to spend, so he thought, an agreeable hour or so with his latest granddaughter. But after half an hour, two older grandchildren and at least eight other three – to five-year-olds descended on our house and, with high voices and plastic swords, declared war upon his sanity. My father sat very still for the half hour they were there, removing himself from notice as a stoat will when an owl circles overhead. Upon their exit, he sprang backwards onto the sofa like a startled elf and sank into a deep sleep. Ten minutes later he awoke, once again in agreeable mode. Where once he would have felt trapped and become grumpy, now he is agreeable, unconscious, and agreeable again.


This book has a beautiful pace. It has the pace of a bicycle powered by an elderly man with a bicycle-powered elderly mind. A mind that is peaceful, in part because the humans he meets can be bicycled swiftly away from at the moment of his choosing, and in part because he is in Greece, the country that has been at the forefront of his affections since childhood. He reaches such a pitch of tranquillity that his thoughts occasionally resemble those of a hairy oriental guru, as when a Hellenic lady tries to kill him with her car thrice in an hour: ‘I acquit her of any malicious intent though, I just think she lived in a world of her own in which there were no elderly Englishmen on bicycles and she had no idea I was there.’


One of my father’s greatest wishes is to die before he becomes a burden to my mother or his children. It is with this at least somewhere in his mind, I believe, that he seeks ever greater mental tranquillity on ever longer cycle rides, so that one day in the not-too-distant future, while cycling along peacefully on some foreign road, he can nod off and literally be bumped off by the nearest passing vehicle. The driver would perhaps be traumatised by dispatching an old man in such a fashion, and I am sorry about this, but I think that Dad would like it.


One of the things that still makes him cross is the use by the English of American euphemisms. It would thus amuse him to know that he lay under a gravestone containing a euphemism made literal:


 


Here Lies Edward Enfield


Who Fell Asleep


And Was Promptly Squashed By A Lorry









Preface


This is not a guidebook to the Peloponnese and Epirus, but it is, I suppose, a travel book – an account of a number of expeditions made on a bicycle by a man of advancing years with a smattering of Greek learnt from a tape. Conversations in this book were conducted in that language unless I make it plain that they were in English.


Many interesting and important travellers appear in these pages, such as Lord Byron, Benjamin Disraeli and Edward Lear. They travelled on horseback, but I by bicycle. Baedeker’s Greece of 1894 says that:


the horses are generally docile, sure-footed, and possessed of great powers of endurance. Distances are stated in this Handbook in terms of the time taken to traverse them on horseback. As the pace is invariably a walk, an hour rarely means more than three English miles, and frequently means less. A day’s journey, as a rule, should not exceed 7–8 hours.


For me, in a hot and hilly country like Greece, eight miles an hour is a fair average, and three or four hours’ cycling a comfortable stint. Short of actually hiring a horse, I like to think I could not have followed these travellers more closely by any other means. When I have quoted from earlier travellers and historians, I have often shortened what they wrote by leaving bits out. The convention is that you should put dots where the bits have been omitted; this can be distracting, so I haven’t done it, but I thought I should tell you. I should also say that I have sometimes taken liberties with their punctuation by leaving out superfluous commas.


You may notice some inconsistent spelling of place names. This is partly because the Greeks themselves are not always consistent, but mainly because different interpretations are possible when moving into English from Greek, and from their alphabet to ours. I have tried to give the most common English versions unless I am quoting someone else, when I follow the original.


My thanks are due to Mary Price, then of the BBC, who produced the radio programme Enfield Pedals After Byron. This took me into a part of Greece that I had previously neglected. My thanks also to Dr Peter Jones, who read the proof on a train. His great classical learning saved me from a number of errors.


If any of the mixture of which this book consists gives it anything of an original flavour then it would, in the words of Edward Lear, ‘be something in these days to be able to add the smallest mite of novelty to the traveller’s world of information and interest’.









Part I


The Peloponnese


I am at last determined to go to Greece: it is the only place
I was ever contented in.


– Lord Byron to E. J. Trelawny, 15 June 1823
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From Sussex to Chlemoutsi


It might be thought that for a man approaching 70 years of age to go bicycling in Greece by himself is a rash act. I would say it is rather like marriage, which the prayer book says is not to be taken in hand unadvisedly, lightly or wantonly; but discreetly, advisedly and soberly. It further says that matrimony should be entered upon in the fear of God, which is also something you may experience in Greece when squeezing the brakes of your bicycle beside a precipice and hoping not to go over the edge. Well, I wanted to do it so I prepared myself with care. I had ridden across France on a Dawes Tourer with six gears, and in my book about that I poured scorn on the idea that there was any need to have any more gears than six. Then my daughter arrived on a new Peugeot bicycle with eighteen gears, and I found I could not keep up with her. Being unwilling to think that this had anything to do with the difference in our ages, I assumed that bicycle technology must have moved on, so I bought a bicycle that was neither a tourer nor a mountain bike, but was called a hybrid. It was a Raleigh Pioneer Elite, with twenty-one gears, and as far as I am concerned, beyond the Pioneer Elite the law of diminishing returns must set in. It is such a good machine that although you can pay vast amounts more for other bicycles there is very little extra that they can possibly do.


When I cycled round the Peloponnese I took with me a sleeping bag and a body-bag. Actually it was called a bivvy bag, but would have done as a body-bag if I had expired on top of a Greek mountain, which seemed to be a possibility. Its purpose, though, was more to keep me alive than to cope with me dead. It was made of Gore-Tex, and was therefore waterproof. If I wanted to sleep in it I would put my sleeping bag inside, climb in and zip it up, then however much it rained I should be all right. There are two reasons why I might want to do this. The first was that I should be in Greece throughout October when the people who ran hotels or let rooms in their houses might have closed for the winter. The second, and more compelling, reason was that I planned to cycle right round the Peloponnese, which would take me into parts which, from the map at least, looked fairly wild.


The Mani, which is the central of three southern prongs, has a particular reputation for being rugged and formidable. It is a place of treeless and barren mountains where people live in small villages and traditionally have a great liking for blood feuds. Pirates from this area nearly captured Lord Byron, and in the Greek War of Independence the Mani produced one of its greatest generals and two of its better-known assassins. If I was going into places like that it would give me confidence to think that if need be I could compose myself to sleep in my bivvy bag under an olive tree without troubling the natives in any way. When it came to the point I used it twice, more from choice than necessity, but it enhanced the trip as I was much bolder because I had it than I would have been without it.


And so on 2 October I set off. In England a hot summer had come to an end in a downpour that caused a huge crop of mushrooms to spring up, so at 7 a.m. my wife gave me a breakfast of bacon, eggs, sausage and mushrooms as if I was a schoolboy going off to boarding school. She also promised to keep a diary of important events while I was away so that if something exciting happened, such as England winning a test match, she would remember to tell me when I rang up. One of her many merits is that she is always entirely cheerful at the prospect of parting with me for long periods, and I could see she was already relishing the prospect of not having to cook supper and having the whole bed to herself.


From Athens airport I came out into agreeable sunshine to tackle the business of getting to the port of Piraeus. I could perhaps have ridden there, but it did not seem to be a good idea to start my holiday by risking my life in the Athens rush hour, so I asked a taxi driver if he would take me, and he wouldn’t. At least, he would have taken me but he wouldn’t take the bicycle, which he said was too big. However, further back in the line of taxis was a younger and more dashing driver who, seeing my difficulty, began shouting and blowing his horn to signify that he was ready to make the attempt. When he got to the front of the line we managed to get the bicycle half in and half out of the boot, where it hung precariously secured by rubber spiders while he careered like a fiend through the Athens traffic.


The reason for going to Piraeus was to get a boat to Poros, which, although an island, is only separated from the Peloponnese by a strait of about 500 yards. On the deck of the ferry I had a failure at conversation with a man who thought he could speak English. This idea did not seem to fit the facts. He spoke at length, he waved his hands, he wagged his head, but I had no notion of what he wanted me to understand. He had picked up from somewhere the phrase ‘you know what I mean?’, which he used as a sort of spoken punctuation mark at pauses in the flow of words. These five words were almost the only ones that I did understand, but luckily he did not want any answer to the question, if indeed he realised it was a question anyway. As he did not seem to want any contribution from me beyond the appearance of listening, I listened for a time and then made some excuse and went inside. I forget what that excuse was, but I think he understood me as little as I him, so I could well have said, ‘As the ship is sinking I think I will put on my life jacket’ without causing him any alarm.


The boat arrived at Poros in the dark. The waterfront was lit up, and a very handsome waterfront it is, with houses of some age and considerable grandeur rising in a sort of triangle above the harbour. I rode slowly through the warm night, vaguely looking for somewhere to stay and thinking: ‘This is superb.’


The accommodation problem was solved by a man who came alongside me riding a scooter.


‘You want room?’


‘Yes, I do.’


‘You follow me.’


He rode off. I rode behind. In a few minutes he turned down a sidestreet, stopped opposite a door, ushered me through it and down a sort of open-air corridor smelling strongly of orange blossom. At the end of it he showed me into a clean, sparse room with a shower and a loo, which, when flushed, at first groaned, gurgled and grumbled like any other noisy lavatory, and then emitted a clarion call like a trumpeter summoning a regiment to arms. The room had character, so I took it.


The landlord, whose name was Nicos, proved to be a most helpful man. By some mysterious means he managed always to be around at moments when he could be useful, and in this respect he resembled that Lord Godolphin of whom Charles II said that he was ‘never in the way and never out of the way’. After I had unpacked I came out and Nicos appeared, to point out a place where he thought I should eat. I had swordfish steak and a flask of draught retsina under the stars and overlooking the harbour. The other company was a quartet consisting of two women, a man and a baby. The man had a beard and a foolish smile which he directed at one and all, but most particularly at the baby. One of the women opened her shirt and fed the baby; the second was remarkable for her miniskirt, which was transparent and too tight, and I thought it an unsafe garment for a nubile young woman in Greece. They ordered their meal in broken English, and I think they may have been Italian but I cannot be sure.


When I asked for my bill the elderly waiter smiled sadly, went away and returned instead with an apple, peeled and cut into slices. With great reluctance he finally brought me, on a very small piece of paper, the very small bill.


After that I took a stroll along the waterfront where I could see large, opulent yachts with opulent yachtsmen dining on deck and making the pastime of yachting look almost agreeable. This impression was corrected next morning when I saw them again. They were then preparing for the business of taking the boat to sea, with all the stress and anxiety that always afflicts yachtsmen at such times. One of them was limping along the front with his knee in a bandage and blood seeping through, which is also something that happens to yachtsmen. When my wife and I stayed on the island of Patmos, one of our simple pleasures was to go down to the quayside in the early morning and sit sipping coffee and watch the yachtsmen chain-smoking and shouting at their wives as they prepared for a jolly day’s sailing. I am, as you will have gathered, a land-lubber.


The excellent Nicos had tried to persuade me to stay for two nights because Poros, he said, was such a lovely island. At first I brushed the idea aside, thinking I ought to get going, but I later changed my mind. This was not for the reason he said, but because the bicycle was not right as to its back wheel, which was rubbing against the brake, and also the gears began to misbehave, making a noise like a rattlesnake if I tried to engage the lowest sprocket at the back. Nicos told me to take it to a man called Kostas, but Kostas was away; two other bicycle-hire places had no mechanic, and the fourth was shut. Nicos then reappeared to see how I was getting on, and told me to cross on the ferry to Galatas where there was, he said, a good mechanic.


Naturally the good mechanic was missing by the time I found his shop, but his wife was there and we engaged in serious Greek conversation on the subject of gears, spokes and wheels. ‘Spokes’ are easy as the word is almost the same as the Homeric word for rays of the sun; ‘gears’ are more difficult but I got there eventually, and just as I succeeded in explaining the problem to the mechanic’s wife the man himself walked through the door, fixed it, and would not take any money.


By the time I got back I had concluded that everyone in Poros and Galatas was extremely nice – all the shopkeepers, the people from whom you ask the way, and the very large men on very small Vespas who chat to you while you wait for the ferry. The only people with whom I had difficulty were two middle-aged Americans with bicycles. There seemed to be far more people waiting for the ferry than it could possibly hold, so in an unhappy attempt at jocularity I said that with any luck a fight would break out and give us something to watch. This they regarded as the remark of a criminal lunatic, and they sheered off hastily, nor did we speak further, though up to that point they had been quite sociable.


As I came off the ferry the ubiquitous Nicos drew up on his scooter, wishing to make sure that everything was now as it should be. He then kindly directed me to an excellent sandy beach where I swam in the company of a great many Teutonic tourists, who seemed to be cultivating skin cancer at some expense to themselves in the hire of sun beds, sun mats, sun chairs, and other life-threatening devices. Rather like hippopotami at the zoo, on the whole they dozed in the sun, but every now and then one of them would get up and lumber into the sea, stay there for a few minutes, then lumber out again.


The next morning I crossed on the ferry to begin the tour of the Peloponnese. The boring Americans of the previous day, before they decided that I was a criminal lunatic, had told me they were making a day trip to Epidaurus and back on their bicycles. They pointed at a huge white peak in the distance and said, ‘You go over that.’


‘I don’t suppose you cross the absolute peak,’ I said comfortingly, but I was wrong. If you are in Poros and mean, as I did, to cycle to Epidaurus you had better face the fact that you are going to pass over a col only some twenty feet or so below the tip of the huge mountain that you see towering in the distance.


The first ten miles are flat, with lemon, olive and orange groves, plantations of carnations and vegetables, and occasionally something odd like a big warehouse set down in a field with fifty or sixty motorcycles outside. After that I began the serious uphill work with the road winding in a way that, if it were in France, would call forth signs saying ‘Virages’ (‘bends’) all the way along. I pedalled away, not hurrying but saying to myself ‘siga siga’, this being the Greek for ‘softly softly’. Pretty soon I began to feel immensely pleased when I looked back and saw how far below me the sea now was. Then I rounded a corner, and there was the sea in front; I thought I had cracked the climb but I hadn’t – there was a long way to go yet.


After about an hour of climbing I stopped to eat the cheese pie that I had brought with me, and by way of entertainment I carried out an experiment on a double line of ants who were marching along in a purposeful manner, some up and some down the hill. I made them a present of a lump of cheese pie that I put exactly across their path to see if this caused them to call a council of war, detail some of their number to carry this valuable offering home, or even just to stop for lunch, like me. They inspected it closely and decided it was nothing more than an obstacle, so they all walked carefully round it and carried on as before. You would think ants would rather like cheese pie, but perhaps it required some superior ant to come and reprogramme them before they could deviate from their preordained purpose in going up and down the hill.


On I went again, now getting off and pushing whenever it got really tough, which it did increasingly often, especially as it was pretty hot. The pushing increased and the cycling diminished until at last I arrived at Ano Fanari, otherwise Upper Fanari (though there seemed to be no Lower Fanari). It is a handsome village of fine stone houses, looking exceedingly prosperous, though how the inhabitants support themselves is a mystery as there seems to be nothing to be done at such a height.


‘This,’ I thought, ‘must be the top,’ but it wasn’t quite. A little more pushing though and I was over the crest and viraging down the valley on the other side with the wind threatening to blow my sunhat off. Anyone who does this climb cannot fail to marvel at their own strength and pertinacity in getting so high, as the road seems to go on and on down even more than it had gone on and on up. You simply sit there clutching the brakes and looking about you at the hills and the sea. The boring Americans were younger than I, had no luggage, their bikes were lightweight racing models and they had fancy cycling shoes, but even so, I shouldn’t have liked to do anything so strenuous as making the round trip all in one day as they proposed to do.


The road is very quiet, so in the long intervals between traffic you hear either country noises or nothing at all. You do not plunge straight down to sea level again, but for a time the road passes through occasional upland villages which, if you were using any other form of transport, you would rattle through without noticing. As is the case in all such remote places, the language becomes increasingly difficult. I stopped to try to buy an ice cream from a man who had no ice cream, and I think he asked me where I came from, but I only guessed that this was what he wanted to know because it is what everybody wants to know. As to what words he used, I have no idea at all and he might have been speaking Hebrew. (The other questions they ask are ‘How old are you?’, ‘Are you married?’ and ‘How many children have you got?’ To the latter question they seem to find my answer of ‘four’ to be rather impressive.)


Eventually you come down to join a main road and unfortunately there is more climbing to be done before you reach Epidaurus. I bowled into the area of the famous theatre, which is the reason why one goes to Epidaurus, just at the beginning of dusk. I was looking for the hotel where I had stayed many years before, but the only one I could now see was the expensive government-run Xenia Hotel at which I had no intention whatever of staying. In the Xenia garden I got into conversation with a large Dutchman and his wife, who said the service at the hotel bar was awful. I said it was bound to be awful as governments are no good at running hotels, and thus the whole Xenia chain was probably awful. They spoke excellent English but no Greek, so it was rather gratifying to find that there was one language at which I was better than a Hollander, the usual thing being that they put one to shame by their fluency in several languages other than their own.


The mynheer was friendly and forthcoming. He and his wife were staying at Nauplion, also with bicycles, but they had come to Epidaurus by bus because at his age, which was seventy, he was beginning ‘to be frightened of hills’. I later found that there are no hills to speak of between Nauplion and Epidaurus, so I don’t know why he was frightened.


It was getting dark and I began to think that I should have to sleep in the body-bag, which was not by any means a bad idea in the beautiful surroundings of Epidaurus. I parted on the most cordial of terms with my Dutch acquaintances and set off for a taverna further down the road. My plan was to eat there and ask if I could sleep in their garden, but it was shut. A young man appeared out of the dark and said I would have to go three kilometres on to Ligourio to eat, so I began to pedal in that direction and in no time at all came upon, as I thought, the very hotel that I had been looking for. It seemed to have gone up in the world since my last visit and lost the ramshackle air which it had before, but I didn’t mind that. A friendly lady with the looks and manners of a nice vicar’s wife gave me an excellent room for 4,000 drachmas, which was at once better and cheaper than Poros, and extremely kind of her as the official price was 7,700 drachmas plus 10 per cent, according to the notice in the room. I had a shower, washed some clothes and went to ask if I could have anything to eat.


‘No, not here. I am sorry, you will have to go to Ligourio – only five minutes on the bicycle.’


‘What are all those for?’ I asked, pointing to the tables and chairs.


‘For breakfast. I only do breakfast.’


So I got my bike but as I was about to start I saw another hotel across the road, which was indeed the one where I had stayed before; the one I was now at was a later construction.


‘What about there? Can I eat there?’


‘You can try.’


So over I went.


‘Can I get something to eat here?’


‘Certainly. Anything you like. Put the bicycle there, near the flowers, so that we can look at it.’


I chose salad, an omelette and a bottle of beer. Such beer! I had done 38 miles that day, and while the nectar of the gods is of course the most superior drink of all, in mortal terms a bottle of cold Greek beer at the end of the day for a man who had cycled 38 miles over a mountain in the heat must come pretty close. I sat outside beneath a canopy of vines and under a light so I could read. There were a few other people, who I think were members of the family, sitting and chatting or playing draughts in the gloaming. It was 16 years ago that I came before and as it was exactly the same slow-going, genial, vaguely run-down place that I remembered, it felt like coming home.


The next morning I set off without stopping to visit the theatre. This was because I had seen it before under such magnificent circumstances that I did not want to risk spoiling it by going again. It is huge, but the guidebooks vary as to how huge. Some say it seats 12,000 people, some say 14,000, whereas a large British theatre such as the Chichester Festival Theatre seats about 1,200. The most astonishing aspect is a small round stone in the centre of the orchestra. If you stand on this and speak in an ordinary conversational tone then, however many people are milling about, what you say is miraculously broadcast to every one of the seats, even in the top row, which is row 55 (or 54 depending on which guidebook you look at). The theatre is built on the side of a hill, and you might think that the acoustics would be made more difficult by its being in the open air, but it is not so. I believe it is something of a mystery. I read somewhere that an American professor measured every aspect and angle and carved a replica by blasting and burrowing in the side of a hill, and when it was finished it didn’t work.


On my visit years before I arrived in the early afternoon and there were people everywhere, so I went away and came back an hour before closing time when the crowd was down to three Italians and me. One of the Italians, a woman, fancied herself as a bit of an opera singer so she stood on the stone and warbled while the two men sat in row 55 (or 54) and shouted ‘Bravo!’ I climbed up to the top and shouted ‘Bravo!’ too. Then they all went away, and I had the whole magnificent theatre entirely to myself.


I told the story of the Italian warbler to the Americans on the Poros ferry and they said, ‘Who was the opera singer?’, thus making it plain that they could see no point to the anecdote whatever. Like a fool I answered, ‘Just a tourist,’ whereas I should have said ‘Callas!’ and sent them away satisfied.


Anyway the moral is: when travelling in Greece, stay at the place you want to see. This makes it possible for you either to get up early and be there before the tourist buses arrive, or to go in the evening when they have gone. In the case of Epidaurus the two hotels are by the T-junction where the road from Poros joins the road to Nauplion. If you stand with your back to the theatre and your face towards Nauplion, my advice is to stay in the one on the left and eat in the one on the right. If you are travelling by bus rather than by bicycle, it is perfectly easy to get to this point from Poros and Galatas or from Nauplion, depending on which way you are going.


So, leaving the theatre unvisited this time, I set off in the general direction of Corinth. The road starts with a short climb and then indulges you in a long, luxurious run down, so you sit touching the brakes now and again to keep your speed below 20 mph because of the virages. There are plenty of hills to climb thereafter, but all the same you cannot fail to realise that there is no way to see a country that compares with viewing it from a bicycle. From a car or bus you do not smell the figs and oranges and pines, and cannot stop at a moment’s notice to look down on the bays and villages and churches, and above all you cannot savour the silence. The secret of getting a bicycle up a hill is plenty of walking and pushing. If you have, say, 24 pounds of luggage, comfort yourself by thinking that to push it uphill on a bike is certainly easier than lugging it up on your back, which is what backpackers do.


On the first of two particularly long climbs I passed a line of beehives with a man in full protective clothing doing something to the last hive. The bees were buzzing all about him so I shot past at full speed, which was about 5 mph because of the steepness of the incline. After the second climb it was lunchtime and a taverna turned up, so I stopped.


A little while earlier I had been overtaken by a rusty pick-up truck full of rusty crates full of unhappy chickens. This was now parked in the sun opposite the balcony of the taverna, and a small gypsified boy in trousers too big for him appeared from somewhere and began to do something to the truck’s wheels with a spanner and a rock. I rather hoped he was loosening all the nuts so that the wheels would fly off and the truck plunge into the sea, as this would probably cheer the chickens up. They looked to have little life expectancy anyway, and to take the driver with them to the next world would give them some consolation. Whatever he was doing, and I am afraid that I have no idea what it was, the boy worked away with great industry, banging at the spanner with the rock at each wheel in turn. After a bit he decided to prise open the bonnet, meaning perhaps to sabotage the engine as well as the wheels, if indeed sabotage was what he intended. There was no sign of a senior gypsy until the boy, in furtherance of his ambition to get the bonnet up, opened the driver’s door and I saw a grown-up gypsy asleep on the front seat. When I rode away the gypsy boy was still wrestling with the bonnet and the senior gypsy was still oblivious to what was going on and the whole thing remained a mystery.


It would be quite useless for me to try to describe the beauty of my surroundings. I was trying to decide whether Ireland or Greece was the more beautiful and gave it up because I think it is whichever one I happen to be in at the time. I did, however, wonder about the road signs. If in England we felt obliged, for some unimaginable reason, to put up signs in Greek, should we get them right or would we put the Greek equivalent of ‘Reduced Speed. Dangerous Bents. Distance 10 km’? This is what I kept meeting, and you would think that they might have got someone at the British Embassy to look over the artwork before they made the signs. Perhaps they did. Perhaps some Third Secretary at our embassy in Athens thought he would add a pinch of local colour and a dash of originality by doing it like that, and chuckles every time he drives past.


That day’s ride was 30 miles, and it brought me to the sea at Almiri, where I slept in the body-bag. The grandly named Biarritz Campsite seemed to be deserted, but I eventually roused from her siesta an old lady who said I should sleep at a particular spot that she pointed out under some particular pine trees. This spot seemed to be no different from any other spot under any other of the pine trees, and as there was no one else there the whole site was available for me to choose from, but I obediently laid out my bag exactly where she said. It was my first experience of a Greek campsite. The cost was a little over £4; the water was hot, the showers and loos were clean, and the showers had a notice: ‘No smoking. Only face at the wash basin. Only one person in showers’, so the moral tone was satisfactory.


Having settled the camping arrangements, I went and had a swim, or, to be accurate, I immersed myself in the sea for a close encounter with a large, ferocious-looking jellyfish. The Saronic Gulf seemed to be too small for both of us, so I got out and left it to him. That night I was not merely the only camper on the campsite, but also the only diner at the seaside taverna where I ate small pink fishes and a spinach-type vegetable. The fishes were very lifelike, having kept their heads and tails but lost their entrails, and they looked at me reproachfully, clearly indicating that I must bear some responsibility for their predicament. I washed them down with half a litre of draught pink retsina and then went and lay in my bag listening to a chorus of 1,000 frogs with an occasional tenor solo from one particularly gifted frog, unless it was a bird. My father once had a bottle of De Kuyper’s gin on which was written:


He who Kuyper’s nightly takes,
Soundly sleeps and fresh awakes.


Pink fish and retsina had that effect on me.


The next morning I had to make a decision. I could stay on the main road which followed the sea and should be flat, but involved going through the middle of Corinth, or I could risk taking a minor road going inland via a village called Xilokeriza, which would dodge around Corinth but might go uphill. The Roman poet Horace remarked that ‘Not everyone is lucky enough to go to Corinth’, but he was speaking of the days when it was a centre of luxury, extravagance and vice. Modern Corinth is a big, dusty, noisy mess, which the lucky people avoid, so I took the small road. It didn’t go uphill and did go through pleasant country, and I met a shepherd who was controlling his sheep in the usual Greek way by shouting and whistling and waving his stick.


All Greek sheep behave as if they have been to obedience-training classes. I once saw a man with a big flock of sheep approaching a busy road, and as they drew near he gave the pastoral equivalent of the military order ‘Platoon, halt!’ whereupon they all obediently stopped. They waited patiently until there was a break in the traffic, and then he shouted ‘Quick march!’ or words to that effect, and they ambled across the road in a body and started grazing on the other side. They stayed in the same place until he told them to move on, then they dutifully moved. I told him that in England a man would have a dog to help him, at which he was extremely scornful, saying that a dog was only needed in the mountains and was quite unnecessary on the plains. In the tenth chapter of his gospel, St John, in speaking of a shepherd separating his own sheep from some others, says:


The sheep hear his voice and he calleth his own sheep by name, and leadeth them out. And when he putteth forth his own sheep, he goeth before them, and the sheep follow him for they know his voice. And a stranger they will not follow, but will flee from him for they know not the voice of strangers.


If you watch a Greek shepherd in action you will see all that happening before your eyes.


There was one huge hill visible, but obviously the road was going to go round it and it was not something I should have to climb over. Then I realised, belatedly and stupidly, that this was the great rock of Acro-Corinth that towers above old Corinth and the remains of the Greek and Roman cities of which it was the citadel. Corinth was at one time immensely rich, due to its situation. The isthmus of Corinth, the narrow neck of land that joins the Peloponnese to the mainland, is now cut by the Corinth Canal, but this is a modern affair, completed in 1893. In classical times goods going from east to west or west to east were either landed on one side of the isthmus and shipped again on the other, or else the ships were hauled across bodily. The only road connecting mainland Greece with the Peloponnese passed through Corinth, so the city prospered in consequence and became a sort of Grecian Venice with a touch of Las Vegas.


The Greek geographer Strabo said that:


the temple of Aphrodite was so rich that it had more than a thousand temple slaves as prostitutes, and it was just as much on their account that the city attracted great crowds and great riches, with the sea captains spending their money very freely.


Ah yes, they would – one can imagine seafaring men getting through their money at a great rate in such circumstances.


The Corinthians later made the mistake of choosing the wrong side in a war between Rome and Macedon, and furthermore, says Strabo, ‘behaved so contemptuously towards the Romans that some of them made so bold as to empty their slops on the heads of their ambassadors when they went by their houses’.


The consequence was that the city was sacked by the consul Mummius in 146 bc and lay abandoned until refounded a century later by Julius Caesar, as a Roman colony rather than a Greek city. The morals were as bad as ever, at least among the Jews. ‘It is reported commonly,’ says St Paul, ‘that there is fornication among you, and such fornication as is not so much as named among the Gentiles.’


Corinth was sacked by the Goths of Alaric at the close of the fourth century ad, suffered dreadful earthquakes in the sixth and was pillaged by Normans from Sicily in the twelfth. After all this, you are not to expect a great deal to remain for you to see. There are a few Doric columns surviving from the Temple of Apollo in the old Greek city, and otherwise what appeared to me to be fairly ordinary Roman remains, with the remnants of a few shops and a Roman road.


Acro-Corinth I did not visit, and this, I now realise, was a mistake that should be avoided by anyone following in my footsteps. To reach the summit of the great rock above the city meant a choice between an expensive taxi ride or a one-and-a-half hour climb, and all I expected from the top was a view. As there are views everywhere in Greece I thought I could safely give this one a miss, but since then I have discovered from my ancient Baedeker that ‘the view was famous even in antiquity’. Apparently on a clear day you can see the Acropolis at Athens to the east, westwards almost to the mouth of the Gulf of Corinth, and to Helicon and Parnassus to the north. Not just that, but the Rough Guide really gets excited about ruined chapels and almost unending battlements, and is properly enthusiastic about the historical importance of its position, not least in the War of Independence. Well, one makes these mistakes, and I left the hill unclimbed and cycled on towards Patras.


There is a super-highway running from Corinth to Patras, and between it and the sea are the old road and the railway. I assumed that the super-highway would take most of the traffic, but there turned out to be a good many cars and lorries left over which took the old road. However, I came to a bridge at Peripiali with a right fork that led to a quiet coast road. ‘Quiet’ is not actually an adequate word for it, at least in October when everything is shut for the winter. It lets you see what the world would be like after heavy nuclear fallout or a dose of bubonic plague. There is one continuous ribbon of development of smart new hotels, crumbling old hotels, half-built houses, whole-built mansions, apartment blocks and shops – all completely empty. There are discos, bars, restaurants, pizzerias and nightclubs, but life has stopped and the whole lot are deserted. It seemed as if the disaster must have been quite recent, as the cats were still scavenging in the rubbish, so perhaps all the people had run away because they knew of an impending calamity but they couldn’t catch the cats to take with them. Occasionally I would see someone going about his business as if everything was normal – one man was even painting his house, and I felt that I should shout to him, ‘Flee! Flee for your life! They are coming! It is happening!’ But I thought that he might grasp me by the arm and say, ‘Where should I flee to? How can I be safe?’ and as I did not know the answer I pedalled on, with the Gulf of Corinth on my right and the peaks of Mount Helicon rising majestically on the far side.


On this road they do not tell you where you are. Up on the main road, where life was still being lived, I had no doubt that people were passing out of one village and into the next, but down by the sea it was a continuous anonymous ghost town, and I wondered how the postman managed to deliver letters even before the evacuation. Eventually the road comes to a factory, turns left and brings you to the main road again at Kiato, where, as I expected, people were behaving as if everything was normal. I rode on, and after Xilokastro the supply of hotels and rooms dried up. Mostly there weren’t any, and such as there were, were shut. Those people who I asked in bars or tavernas said they hadn’t any rooms, didn’t know where there were any, and went on with what they were doing.


On I went beside the sea, one village succeeding the next without intermission but with no hotels, and the light fading fast. I was beginning to wonder about the body-bag when I saw an old gentleman sitting outside a taverna with a very battered sign above his head saying that rooms were to let. He heaved himself on to his eighty-year-old legs and painfully climbed the stairs to show me a sparse room with a single bed. The room was perfectly clean except for the sand that had blown in from the beach across the road, and it cost 3,000 drachmas or about £8.50.


I dined in the taverna below, where there was much shouting going on. The old man shouted from habit, generally at the woman who seemed to be running the place and might have been his daughter or daughter-in-law. Outside on the pavement were five men at one table and one man at another table carrying on a single conversation between them at full shout. Occasionally the daughter or daughter-in-law would walk to the door and shout into the darkness. Once I detected the Greek for ‘hurry up’ in her shout, and this caused a fat boy in a wet bathing costume to come in from the night and waddle, dripping, through the dining room. The television was also on, which I watched with fascination.


In the short breaks between advertisements there was what seemed to be a combined police-and-hospital soap opera. First a uniformed man in a police station hurled abuse at another man who looked like General Colin Powell and who, not unnaturally, went away. A dark girl appeared, to whom the policeman talked, kissing her at intervals. Then it switched to a woman with fair hair and a man in a suit and what looked like a wig. He was trying to take the clothes off the fair woman, and as they were in her bedroom and she was in a dressing gown it seemed a reasonable idea, but she raised some objection that they were still discussing when it switched to three laughing nurses who were changing sheets in a hospital. Then it went back to the police station where they were still talking and kissing. Then the clothes came off the fair woman. The man was no longer in his suit but was still in his wig, and he and the woman began writhing on the bed. Then there was more of the three jolly nurses, and that was the end of the episode.


When I went to bed, the six men were shouting below my window and the sea was noisily pounding the shore, which I suppose is a soporific sound as I went to sleep at once. I woke later because the men were shouting goodnight to each other at extra volume, but I went back to sleep immediately, waking at 6 a.m. to hear the sea pounding even more vigorously.


When I set off next morning I found that the road towards Patras was still pretty sparsely provided with hotels until Derveni or thereabouts, where things seemed to get back to normal. Any cyclist relying on rooms between Xilokastro and Derveni, or even Diakofto, is living dangerously. Be warned.


I reached Diakofto in good style by about noon, with the sun blazing away as it had ever since I left Poros. The point about Diakofto, and the reason that people visit it, is the rack-and-pinion railway, which climbs up a mountain gorge to Kalavrita. People arrive by train on the one-track railway from Athens, presumably because they like trains like that, although the buses are more efficient. Then they get off in order to go up and down to and from Kalavrita as they like rack-and-pinion trains even more. Then they get back on the ordinary train and disappear, either in the direction of Patras and Olympia or else to Corinth and Athens. The station is always crowded with elderly foreigners and juvenile backpackers, and the shops and cafeneia (cafés) must all be owned by millionaires as they are constantly selling biscuits and fruit or serving food and drink to the people in transit.


I had been worrying as to whether I should attempt a high-level, long and taxing ride through the mountains from Kalavrita to Patras, always assuming that the mountain railway would take my bicycle up from Diakofto to Kalavrita. It was obviously a very hilly route and the body-bag was likely to be brought into play as there would probably be nowhere to stay along the road. ‘Exploring’ says Samuel Butler in Erewhon, ‘is delightful to look forward to and back upon, but it is not comfortable at the time, unless it be of such an easy nature as not to deserve the name.’ Undeniably the route I was contemplating was a challenge, and my usual response to a challenge is to walk the other way. I learned this from a man I met in Scotland who said, ‘I like mountain walking, but I object to getting lost, breaking my leg or falling in a bog – so if it’s a challenge, I give it a miss.’ I was enormously impressed by this philosophy, which I have adopted on my own account. It was George Mallory, I believe, who said he wanted to climb Everest ‘because it is there’, whereas I, if a mountain is there, prefer to go carefully round the bottom. On this occasion, though, the Greek Tourist Board leaflet on the Peloponnese gives such a glowing account of the scenic beauties of this route that my inclination was, if I could, to make the attempt.


The matter was settled by the man in the ticket office at Diakofto. I asked him if the mountain railway would take my bicycle up to Kalavrita, and he said most emphatically and definitely that it would not. I think he must have been having an unhappy time that morning, because I subsequently found that the train has a big luggage area where you can easily put a bicycle, and furthermore I met a German couple who had done it. Perhaps I should not have asked.


Anyone who succeeds in getting their bicycle up to Kalavrita by train has three choices. One is to go west towards Patras as I had aspired to do. Another is to go south towards Tripolis, a trip I have done by bus, and the scenery is truly superb but I don’t know where you can stay along the way. The third is to give yourself a treat and coast downhill by road back to Diakofto. If any reader of this book does the first of these and could be so kind as to send me a postcard telling me if I have missed anything really important, I should be most grateful.


On this occasion I was not-too-secretly relieved to have the matter taken out of my hands. I went and found somewhere to stay in a house by the sea in a room that was clean and cheap and had a good view. The room belonged to one of the family, a student whose boots were still there, but I was assured that I should not see anything of him other than his boots, and did not. I left my bicycle and walked back to catch the 2 p.m. train up the gorge.


Everybody, not just railway buffs but everybody who possibly can, should go on the Kalavrita railway. I had been before, but I liked it even more this time because I understood how it worked. I had looked up ‘rack’ and ‘pinion’ in the dictionary but could not understand the explanation; however, a man I met in Austria demonstrated how it worked with the aid of a table knife and a mustard pot. The knife, he said, represented a rail with teeth, and the mustard pot was a wheel with teeth. If you engaged the teeth of the mustard pot with those of the knife and then turned the mustard pot, it went along. He also said that as a method of getting trains up hills this was very expensive because of the wear on the teeth, so you only used it when essential and otherwise laid ordinary track as if for an ordinary train. Once you know this you can see what is happening on the Kalavrita railway. It explains why a lot of the track is normal and the train rattles along at a great rate; then from time to time a third rail, which is the rack, makes its appearance, and the train stops to engage the pinion. Then the train grinds slowly forward up a steep bit, stops, then speeds off again on ordinary rails.


The real point of this engineering triumph is that it takes you up the rockiest of gorges in the most spectacular of scenery. You look up, and huge crags tower above you, threatening to precipitate an avalanche of rock upon you at any moment. You look down, and there is a sheer drop to a river below into which the train itself might easily be dashed. The train staggers and groans, and you feel that the engine has given out, the brakes will fail and the whole thing run backwards so that you are all killed that way. You pass under unsafe ledges, and the driver hoots at lunatic young people who are walking on the track and would certainly be crushed to death if the train met them in one of the tunnels. It is altogether a most exhilarating experience. The train tends to be full of laughing children and teenagers, but if you bought a first-class ticket you ought to be able to sit by the driver in the first-class compartment at the front and get the best view.


The town of Kalavrita is at the top of the railway and the journey takes a little over an hour. I had stayed there some years before and met a most enterprising Englishman in the hotel. He was a lecturer in health and safety at a London polytechnic, which you would think would be an enervating way to earn a living, but being a man of dash and go he had managed to turn things to his advantage. Noticing that the Greeks were applying for membership of the European Union, he saw at once that they would be overwhelmed with a flood of health and safety regulations originating from Brussels ordering them to stop doing things that they had done since time immemorial and to behave themselves in a way which would never have entered their heads. Instantly he seized the opportunity to corner the market in initiating the Greeks into these mysteries and so made frequent trips to Greece, either to lecture on the spot or to check on the progress of students who had been to England to see the safe and healthy way in which we were managing our affairs. When I met him, a weekend had intervened in the middle of his lectures (I suspect that he generally arranged things so that weekends intervened). Accordingly, he had relaxed in his efforts to stamp out such atrocious Greek practices as climbing into olive trees without a safety net, put a little knapsack on his back and set off for Kalavrita. He had ridden up the gorge on the train that day and was going to walk down it the next, and I was greatly impressed on all counts.


Three-quarters of the way up the railway is the monastery of Megaspeleion, which was visited in 1850 by George Ferguson Bowen Esq. M.A., Fellow of Brasenose College (as it says on the title page of his book). He rode up on horseback through vineyards of currant grapes, many of which belonged to the monks, who could hardly be got to talk on any other subject:




‘How many inmates are there in the monastery?’ we asked.


‘Three hundred,’ they replied, ‘and how much do you think grapes will fetch this year in England?’


‘Is your library in good order?’


‘No, but our grapes are of excellent quality.’


‘May we see your church?’


‘Certainly; we hope you will recommend us to the English merchants of Patras.’





I will mention en passant that George Ferguson Bowen also says:


We may mention en passant that the dwarf grape, the fruit of which is so plentifully consumed in England, derives its usual appellation of currant from a corruption of Corinth, its French name being raisin de Corinthe.


To get to the monastery nowadays you get off the mountain railway at Zakhlorou. From there the walk to the monastery is said to take 45 minutes, and it is as well not to try to beat that time as the way is steep and slippery. The scenery is magnificent with the stillness broken, in my case, only by the ringing of bells by goats on the way up and by monks on the way down. During the War of Independence, when the Greeks were in revolt against their Turkish conquerors, the monks defended their monastery with great heroism. In 1826 they were besieged by Ibrahim Pasha, whereupon, says Bowen:


The fathers, calling in a brave band of mountaineers to their aid, set the infidels at defiance. They fortified with barricades, planted with cannon, and flanked with excellent marksmen the front of the building, on which side alone it is accessible. Several onsets of the Turks were driven back with great skill and courage.


Ibrahim tried rolling down rocks and burning trees from above but they all fell outside the walls, and he eventually retired, having lost some hundreds of his best troops.


‘We conversed’ says Bowen, ‘with several of the monks who had borne a prominent part in the siege. They piously ascribe to the aid of their wonder-working image the triumph won by their own strong arms and gallant hearts.’ This is a reference to their famous portrait of the Virgin Mary painted by St Luke, which I most stupidly forgot to ask to see. I hope no interfering busybody will submit it to any foolish carbon-dating techniques such as those used on the Turin Shroud. There is apparently another such picture in Istanbul, of which they have a 700-year-old copy in one of the monasteries of the Meteora in Thessaly. This I have seen, so I know what it is to gaze upon the Palestinian features of the Mother of Christ as depicted by the hand of the evangelist, and I would not wish to be disturbed in my belief in the authenticity of any of these paintings.


Most unfortunately the building that George Ferguson Bowen visited was burned down in 1934 by a fire resulting from the explosion of a powder magazine left over from those earlier times, and the new one looks like a Hilton hotel that some giant has picked up and glued to the face of a cliff. The name of the monastery, Megaspeleion, means ‘the great cave’, and it is so called because it is built round the mouth of a huge natural cavern which goes some 90 feet into the cliff face. There were originally cells for the monks within the cave but they now have more salubrious quarters in the Hilton-type building. The monk in charge at the library presides over a display of manuscripts, which are largely of a theological nature. There are also grisly relics of a sort I do not like, such as a mummified hand seemingly belonging to St Theodore. The superintendent monk drew my attention to a cross of gold wire made by a man in Smyrna who devoted 16 years to the project and went blind as a result – which, I am sorry to say, did not seem to me to have been worth it.


The walk down from the monastery is definitely not something to be hurried as it is of the ankle-twisting variety owing to loose gravel, and a stick would be handy. At Zakhlorou there is a hotel and restaurant called Romantso, decidedly ramshackle in appearance but where I would certainly risk staying if alone, as the situation is superb. Whether I would risk it with my wife is another matter altogether.


Those who go to the top of the railway at Kalavrita will find a memorial with the clock stopped at 2.43, the time when a particularly savage atrocity was perpetrated by the Germans in 1943. The Greek resistance had been very active in the area, and in reprisal the Germans took 700 men to the cemetery and mowed them down with machine guns. They locked the women and children in the schoolhouse and set fire to it. At the last minute an Austrian soldier unlocked the door and five women were saved, but all the rest perished.


From Zakhlorou I caught the last train back to Diakofto and dined in the open air with a fine view of the railway station, this being the hub of the whole town. So far on this trip I had eaten only fish but now I ordered souvlaki, lumps of meat on a skewer which can be very good but this time were not. Maybe I had nearly drifted into being a vegetarian, but the meat seemed stringy and stuck in my throat. I was struggling with it when a woman arrived.


The woman was Greek and thin, aged perhaps 40, with orange hair and a smoker’s cough, but in other ways not unattractive. She came and spoke to me in Greek, asking if the chair on which she proposed to sit was free. I said it was, so she sat on it and from then on we spoke English. I think I should explain that I am really pretty unsociable, but all my life I have seen my relations with people whom I disliked ripening into friendship against my will. Schoolboys who I did not care for would ask me to tea, and then I was made to ask them back. That sort of thing all too easily leads to an invitation to go and stay in the holidays, which meant days of dreadful boredom in someone else’s house followed by the dreadful bore coming to our house. There was a young man at Oxford who thought he had a licence to turn up in my rooms whenever he felt like it and really believed that I was always delighted to drop whatever I was doing and give him coffee. His conversation was almost exclusively about Harrow, where he had been at school. To my enormous delight he failed his exams at the end of the first year and disappeared, without which merciful dispensation I believe he would still be one of my closest friends.


I know all the symptoms when someone is about to fasten themselves upon me in this way, but I have never found a way to head them off. It was rather like that now. Here was this woman who I did not want to talk to. The meat that I did not much want to eat was not made any better by her blowing cigarette smoke at it. I had no interest in satisfying her curiosity about where I came from, how I got here, and what I did for a living, nor did I much care that she was divorced, lived in Corinth and was on holiday. In a moment of madness I bought her a cup of coffee. I don’t know why I did this, but she was sitting there and we were talking and I was drinking, and I asked if she would like a drink and she said she would like coffee, so I ordered it. Then we were stuck. I got to the end of the meat and I could, I thought desperately, get up and say I was going to bed, but would she insist on accompanying me? Fear began to take over, and my conversation became increasingly wild and disrupted.


Then she said she had a headache. Had I got an aspirin? Of course I hadn’t got an aspirin. I do not sit at tables outside railway stations with my pockets bulging with medicaments for the use of passers-by, casual acquaintances, or women trying to pick me up, whichever was the right description. Nevertheless the shops on the other side of the station were open, and with that habitual politeness to women with which I am afflicted, I said I would go and get her some aspirin if she wished. She did wish it, and as she did not proffer any money I crossed the tracks and bought some aspirin with my money. When I got back she had gone.


This was unexpected, but I feared it might be temporary and that she would be back at any moment. I put the packet of aspirin at her place, finished my wine and was drinking a cup of coffee when she reappeared in most surprising circumstances. She was parading up and down the station platform on the arm of a young man in the uniform of a corporal in the Greek Army. Evidently her headache was better, and in a matter of minutes she had found a more promising acquaintance than me. I waved the aspirin in the air in a tentative sort of way in case she needed it for a future occasion, but she would not so much as glance in my direction, being wholly concentrated on the captured corporal. He was wearing an anxious, hunted look, which I dare say was my own expression a quarter of an hour before. I felt a good deal of sympathy towards him, but had a much stronger feeling of relief that the problem was now his and not mine, so I paid my bill and withdrew thankfully to find my room.


This was in a house by the sea, on a quiet road with trees but no shops, discos or tavernas. A nearly full moon was shining on the waves, and I was so entranced with the scene and elated with my escape that I walked straight past the house, overshooting it by a couple of hundred yards, and had to turn back to find it. On the morning after my trip on the Kalavrita railway I had breakfast at the thriving hub of Diakofto, i.e. the station, and discovered that an important invention had been made since my last visit in the shape of a two-compartment yogurt pot, the larger part being full of yogurt and the smaller of honey. One of these and a double coffee set me on the road to Patras, and I soon became entirely reconciled to cutting out the cross-country trip from Kalavrita; in fact, I was positively grateful to the ticket clerk who vetoed it. No doubt the scenery is very fine up there, but so it was down where I was. On the left are mountains, on the right is the sea, and then the foothills of Parnassus on the other side. The old road is not busy, or at least not on Sunday. For company you have the railway and the new highway, and you pass over the one and under the other from time to time. It is the sort of road on which the bicycle seems to hit a stride and bowl along with no effort, checking a little on a slight rise but giving you a rest as it canters down the other side. That great Cambridge rowing coach Roy Meldrum many years ago told me that for anyone who had really mastered the technique that he advocated, it felt as if the water reached up and took the end of the oar and pulled. This made it very much easier for the oarsman who didn’t have to struggle and gasp in the usual way. It is a sensation which I felt perhaps half a dozen times under his coaching, and the way the bicycle was going along by itself was rather on the same lines.


There was one tricky moment when I thought I was getting onto the main highway by mistake, but it proved to be the outskirts of Egion, a sprawling, ugly place that I had to go through the middle of. It was replete with ominous signs. The route I followed was marked ‘Hospital’; off to the left it said ‘Civic Cemetery’ in English as if for my special benefit; and most alarming of all, there was a big sign in Greek saying ‘Brain Diagnostic Centre’. I had just been thinking that for the cyclist the worst drivers in the world are the English as they go too fast and they come too close, whereas the Greeks, like the French and the Irish, treat you respectfully and give you a wide berth. These signs suggested that I might have been too hasty and was about to come to a sticky end in Egion, so I rode with some anxiety lest I should go through a red light and be taken unconscious to the Brain Diagnostic Centre. Suddenly it was all behind me, and the sea and the open road were back again. The bicycle evidently had not liked Egion any better than I did because it now showed definite signs of bolting, so I slipped it into top gear and gave it its head. Together we sprinted for the best part of a mile until I had to rein it in for a level crossing.


As we flung Egion behind us I saw two cruise ships tied up to a wharf. ‘Now there’s a rotten way to see Greece,’ said I to myself. ‘Penned in a ship and crammed with food and facts, then herded ashore at somewhere like Delphi just when it is most crowded with tourists delivered by the busload. Then back to the ship for more food and more facts till you are marched ashore again and made to jostle with the crowds at Olympia. Then they send you home having seen so much and been told such a lot that your brains are scrambled and you are not at all sure where you have been or what it was like.’ Such at least is what people say when they have given up the attempt to delude themselves into thinking that it was money well spent. If they can escape from the lectures and the forced marches they can possibly relieve the tedium with what Lord Macaulay said are the two principal diversions of a sea voyage – quarrelling and flirting. Possibly not; they may be too old for flirting and too carefully regimented for quarrelling.


Swan Hellenic recently sent me a brochure for a cruise to Italy that confirmed my worst fears. Venice, it says, is ‘one of the most remarkable cities in the world’, which is not exactly news. It then says things like: ‘Friday. Day at sea. Time to catch up with the lectures’, as if, having missed the lectures by going ashore you are somehow going to catch up with them again after they are over. Most intimidating to me was: ‘Wednesday. A morning at sea. Relax on deck with a good book from the extensive library aboard.’ I can see myself in my cabin reading a Dick Francis novel when the steward enters: ‘What’s this, Mr Enfield, skulking below with a work of fiction? This will not do at all. Take this volume of Grote’s History of Greece from our extensive library and get up on deck at once.’ As I slink up the companion way I hear him shouting after me, ‘And don’t let me catch you in the swimming pool – that isn’t scheduled until Saturday.’


As a further example of the way you see things from a bicycle that you do not see otherwise, I will now report that on the Greek road sign indicating that children may be crossing, the girl has a pigtail. I bet very few people who have been to Greece have noticed that. The little sister with a pigtail goes in front and her big brother goes behind; they are both carrying their school books and are rather sweet. On the comparable sign in England they appear to be dashing across the road in a foolhardy and irresponsible manner.


At a seaside place called Rodini where I turned off for coffee, my bicycle was much admired by a young man called Georgios who could have served as a model for the boy on the crossing sign. I sat writing in my notebook by the beach, occasionally raising my eyes to admire the hills on the other side of the Gulf of Corinth. Meanwhile, behind me, Georgios was giving a lecture to his friends on the beauties of the gear change, the subtlety of the lighting system, and the ingenuity of the computerised milometer on my bicycle.


From Rodini I arrived in Patras, a terrible place, worse than Egion because it is bigger. What you want to do is find your way through it, which is easy, and get out of it, which is difficult as it seems to go on for ever.


The road, which was busy even on Sunday, went past rubbish of all sorts discarded along the coast, plus an encampment of the dirtiest and most depressed of Gypsies established on a tip. I had ridden 40 miles that day, and the heat and the distance were beginning to tell, so, although still not free of Patras, I began to look for somewhere to stay. There didn’t seem to be anywhere, so I went on and on, getting hotter and hotter in the unattractive outskirts of this unappealing city. At last a sign appeared indicating that if I turned left there was a hotel. I wondered very much what I should get in these surroundings – ‘insalubrious’ was the word that sprang to mind – but what I did get was a clean, quiet and luxurious room with air conditioning (not needed), a bath (very hot water) and a television set. From this I discovered that there is a BBC world television service, something I had not known about before. It showed news, an item about the plight of people making sulphur in India, a film about an English governess in Argentina, and Michael Fish telling me tomorrow was going to be a fine day in Greece.


There seemed to be a mini-drama as I was booking in at the hotel. A thin man with grey hair, wearing black trousers and a white silk shirt, swaggered in, followed forlornly by a pretty but deadpan girl in black. He flung something, I could not see what, at the clerk, who gave him a key, plus a TV control, which the man angrily rejected. He and the girl started towards the staircase in silence, then the man turned back, snatched up the TV control as angrily as he had rejected it before, and they slowly mounted the stairs together. There was no sign of luggage. The next morning while I was loading my bicycle the sultry but sulky girl stalked down the stairs alone, through the hall, out of the door and was gone, leaving me feeling sorry for her without exactly knowing why.


The topic occupying my mind in the night had been whether or not I should deviate to visit Khalandritsa. This would have been the last village before Patras on the cross-country route from Kalavrita if I had come that way. The idea had been put into my head by the Greek Tourist Board leaflet:


These places and their myriad tiny villages are difficult to describe. To get to know them, you need to get out of your car, walk through the streets, visit their castles and churches, mingle with the people, take a drink with them and clink your glasses in a toast.


About Khalandritsa it said: ‘Stone houses, courtyards, narrow lanes, a ruined Frankish castle, countless churches, bell towers with a Western touch. The heart of Achaea begins to pound.’


It seemed a pity to miss it altogether but the clerk in my hotel regarded the idea of going there by bicycle as preposterous. I don’t know the Greek for preposterous, and it wasn’t what he said exactly, but from the way he reacted there was no other word for it. If I insisted upon doing it I must go back to the middle of Patras and start from there. However much I tried to prove from the map that there must be a shorter way he could not be shifted from this position. If there was a shorter way he did not know it. He did not know how far it was, only that it was too far for a sane man to attempt by bicycle.


The man in the pizza place where I had eaten the night before was more helpful. He too wanted me to go back to Patras but once I positively and energetically vetoed this idea, he acknowledged that I could not have chosen a better place from which to start than where I was now. If I went straight along the side of the hotel as far as a T-junction and turned left, I would come to the Patras to Tripolis road where I should turn right, and after a bit I would see the sign to Khalandritsa and Kalavrita. He drew me a map on a table napkin that was sufficiently clear for me to go wrong only twice before I emerged on the right road.


The distance to Khalandritsa proved to be ten miles. It was a stiff climb, and at one point the wind blew so strongly in my face that I had to pedal even on one of the rare downhill bits. All the same, it only took me an hour and forty minutes, so as far as getting there goes, there was nothing much to it. Unfortunately there was nothing much to being there either, as the Tourist Board leaflet proved to be a triumph of the copy-writer’s art. I did as I was told, got off my bicycle and walked through the streets, but it looked very much like anywhere else. Not all the houses were stone by any means; in fact very few of them were. I did not see a courtyard of any special merit, I couldn’t find the Frankish castle, and the countless churches seemed easy enough to count, being three in number. The bell towers looked like any others. I didn’t manage to clink glasses, but I bought an ice cream from a man who appeared to be condemned to spend his days sitting in a kiosk with nothing to do. The people were all very friendly, particularly a young man who admired my bicycle outside a cafeneion, but I can’t say that I quite felt the heart of Achaea pounding. Even so, I was very glad to have made the effort, as it was a great consolation to think that I should not now spend the rest of my life wondering if I had made a great mistake by not going there.


Fortunately Khalandritsa is in a beautiful situation, and the ride back was exceptional because the wind was now behind me so I hardly had to pedal at all, and certainly never with any vigour, until I got to the beginning of the outskirts of Patras. This dreaded town I then circumnavigated successfully by going on any little road that seemed to be heading south unless it showed signs of going upwards, in which case I branched off it towards the sea.


Then I rode in the direction of Pirgos, and the road became very busy, so the cycling for once was more a means to an end than a pleasure in itself. Still, the road was flat and the wind was behind me so I made good progress at an effortless 17 miles per hour. It would nevertheless be a great boon to cyclists if the Greek government could get a grant from Brussels to make a cycle track beside the railway that runs down the west coast of the Peloponnese, and so get us off this bit of road.


The other thing they need a grant for is rubbish. The Greeks have a serious rubbish problem, particularly a problem with polythene which is to be found everywhere in the form of agricultural detritus. With the rubbish go rats. I only saw one live rat, but I saw plenty of dead ones squashed on the road. If the Greek government could get a grant to get rid of all the litter and set up rubbish-processing plants for the future, and then bring in flogging as the penalty for dropping litter as in Singapore, things would be much better. I expect there are enough horrible policemen left over from the days of the Colonels to administer whatever penalty was thought appropriate, however ferocious.


I was aiming for Chlemoutsi, which the Blue Guide calls ‘the best preserved Frankish monument in the Morea’. I like the way they called it the Morea, this being an antiquarian term for the Peloponnese that went out of use years ago. After a time – after a pretty long time, to be truthful – the road arrangements improved because I got off the new road and onto the old road to Pirgos and arrived at a place called Lehena. The castle of Chlemoutsi is in a village called Kastro, and from Lehena to Kastro the way is clearly signposted and the road peaceful.


As I came into Kastro I saw a sign advertising rooms to let three hundred metres ahead, so I went that way but there was no house with any such notice to be seen. Two Greek girls assured me that it was the house opposite the oil barrel in the road, so I went there and found a courtyard with an old gentleman sunning himself in a plastic chair. I asked him in my best taped Greek if I could have a room for the night, which caused him to leap in the air and bolt into the house like a startled rabbit. A few moments later another man came out to ask in English what it was I wanted. The man whom I had frightened was, I learned, an Englishman from Luton. He and his wife were on a visit to his daughter who had married a Greek. Understandably, the father-in-law was not used to dealing with strange men who appeared from nowhere and started speaking in tongues.


The son-in-law looked rather sorrowful as officially they were shut for the winter, but he said that I had better have a cup of coffee while he thought the matter over. Accordingly, I sat and chatted to the man from Luton who told me that the easiest way to get from England to Kastro was to fly to Zante and take the ferry to Killini, a crossing of a mere one and a half hours. This may be useful information for anyone wanting to get directly to the southern Peloponnese. Then the son-in-law reappeared to say that his wife would have to clean the room but if I didn’t mind waiting, it would be done.


‘Never mind,’ said I, ‘if you are shut, you are shut. I can get a room in the village.’


‘No, it will be no trouble. My wife will do it.’


I did most fervently hope that the wife was as well disposed to the idea as her husband now seemed determined on it. It was settled that, it being now three o’clock, I would visit the castle at Chlemoutsi which the son-in-law said shut at five o’clock, then when I came back the room would be ready.


After the sack of Constantinople by crusaders in 1204, Greece had a sort of Norman Conquest of its own, except that the conquerors, known as Franks, came from Burgundy, Lombardy and Champagne, as well as from Normandy via Sicily. They carved the country up into feudal kingdoms and turned the Peloponnese into the Principate of Achaea. Many of the castles of Greece are relics of this time, including that at Chlemoutsi which, being designed for the subjugation of the surrounding countryside, was built high up with a view to keeping an eye on things in every direction. In consequence you can see it from a long way off as you approach, and then there is a steady climb to the top of the town to reach the castle. In terms of Frankish castles it seemed to be pretty big. I cannot say how big, but I have seen several smaller ones in England, and I dare say that in circumference it could keep company with Cardiff or Caernarvon, though not quite in terms of repair. The outer wall is in good shape though, and they are putting the rest of it back together so you can see what the huge keep used to be like and get a general idea of the other arrangements. It seemed strange to me to imagine Frankish knights with names like Geoffrey de Villehardouin clanking about in armour and saying things of a medieval nature such as ‘Beshrew thee, Jacques, thou art as arrant a knave as ever drew clothyard shaft.’ I have never been able to discover what happened to these Frenchmen. The descendants of the Normans who arrived in Ireland with names like de Burgo survive there under the name of Burke, but I have never heard of any Hellenised version of the Crusaders called Boniface or de la Roche. Perhaps they just went away.
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