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					Prologue

				

				The Sacred Rock

			
			Helias Doundoulakis walked up the hill toward the Sacred Rock of the Acropolis. It was the summer of 1971. Days before, he and his family had left their house in Baldwin, New York, and boarded a plane for Athens. For years, he’d raved and lectured about the Parthenon and the glory of ancient Greece until his kids were tired of hearing about them. Now they were here back in the patris, and Helias, who’d marched the jet-lagged Doundoulakises out of the hotel just after dawn, trudged upward, the soil of his homeland crunching under the sandals he had bought specially for the trip.

			Doundoulakis was a kind of super Greek American. The son of immigrants who’d settled in Canton, Ohio, he’d spied for the OSS, the predecessor to the CIA, on something called the “Greek Desk.” After VE Day, he’d returned to America and gone on to a remarkable career as an engineer. He’d had a hand in the design of the Pan Am Building, the suspensions system for the world’s largest telescope, and the oxygen tanks that helped rescue the three astronauts during the near-fatal Apollo 13 mission, in turn saving the United States from a mortifying Cold War fiasco. At that very moment, a pair of stainless steel plaques sat on the moon with the words “Helias Doundoulakis” stamped on them, an acknowledgment of his contributions to the Space Age.

			As he headed upward, the engineer began to feel the heat. The ancient Greeks called the sun “he-who-smites-from-afar,” and Helias, who’d been away for years, had forgotten how precise the term was. The sweat was beginning to dampen his shirt under the arms and along his neck as his feet chopped into the sandy soil on the surprisingly steep approach.

			His children trailed after him. To them, this was almost excruciatingly boring: the Acropolis was the definition of ancient history. Helias was several things: a beloved father, a “complicated man,” and something of a caricature when it came to the wonders of his ancestral homeland. When his sons were growing up, any subject remotely connected to this place would have caused Helias to cry, “It’s Greek!”—whether it was an alarm clock (Ctesibius!), central heating (the Minoans, third century BC!), or a vending machine (Heron, or Hero of Alexandria, for dispensing holy water!). The phrase became a family joke. “It’s Greek!” his kids would bellow to one another while holding a leather football or a Beatles album, then scream with laughter. But not Helias. He loved Greece without irony.

			The temple was coming into view, muted gray against blue sky. The Doundoulakises crested the hill along with the other pilgrims and walked into the Parthenon. The scale of the thing impressed the kids despite their silent mockery; they braced themselves for a lecture on how the Greeks had built it. Sure enough, Helias, his voice thrumming with pride, had already launched into a speech, this time about the genius of the original Greek engineers. The soaring Doric columns, you see, despite how they appeared, were actually thicker in the middle, thus creating an optical illusion that from below made them seem straight. This led to a digression about how the Turks, during the Greek War of Independence, had begun destroying blocks of the Parthenon’s marble columns to get at the metal clamps that held them together. They then melted the metal into bullets. In order to save the temple, the Greeks sent their enemy a supply of lead to use for bullets that could kill them. “The bas-reliefs that depict the Battle of Marathon, he showed us each one of them, what they represented,” remembered his son James. “He knew the different soldiers and generals. It wasn’t just a pile of rubble. Everything meant something.”

			Helias wasn’t the only Greek Desk agent to return over the years. At around the same time, a young Ridley Sperling was brought to the Acropolis by her grandfather Jerome Sperling, an American classical archaeologist turned secret agent. Jerome guided his granddaughter through the space, explaining how the builders had carved the temple so that rainwater was funneled away from the stone. “He really wanted us to love it as much as he loved it,” she remembered. And years before, a small figure had strolled among the ruins, most likely with her elderly mother, perhaps touching the bullet holes that remained from the German occupation. The daughter’s name was Dorothy Cox and she’d escaped her hometown of Terre Haute, Indiana, to study ancient coins before becoming the Desk’s tetchy, brilliant intelligence expert. (The OSS, which paid Dorothy less than male spies, later called her “the best man we have in Turkey.”)

			Helias and Jerome and Dorothy, along with the millions of tourists who came to the Acropolis after the war, read the placards dotting the temple that had been placed there by some of the other players in the story, the Greek archaeologists and curators who had lived under the Nazi occupation and fought and schemed and occasionally died to save the relics. Then there were the subagents and saboteurs, many of whom never met face-to-face and knew one another by code names such as Snapdragon and X-54 (Helias’s cipher). They included the Boston Red Sox catcher turned spy, Moe Berg; an American film tycoon; the son of a prime minister; teenaged Greek American commandos; and a Nazi archaeologist who, in the last days of the occupation, weighed the wishes of the Führer against his own inconvenient love for the antiquities. Their visits were the closest thing to a reunion the Greek Desk and its friends ever had.

			For the Doundoulakis kids, the Acropolis seemed like it had been sitting atop this hill since time began, waiting for young children to be dragged there and told about its virtues. It was there and it had always been there and it would always be there representing what it had always represented: Western civilization, democracy, or something.

			But the spies, the numismatists, the curators, and the Greek American commandos who had fought near this hill knew another side of the Acropolis—of disaster narrowly averted. How close it had all been to disappearing! Not just symbolically, with the birthplace of democracy occupied by fascists and all that, but physically. Many of the statues and the relics and the frescoes that carried the ancient culture had come close to vanishing—twice. Once into Germany and a second time into nothingness.

			In 1942, a man named Rodney Young had recruited these men and women to the Greek Desk. He’d come back, too, after the war; he had even dug in the nearby Agora, the ancient marketplace. It was this complex, larger-than-life man—an heir who fled from his homeland and his fortune—who’d assembled the classicists and helped turn them into spies and spymasters in order to save Greece and its ancient relics. The American part of the conspiracy began with him.
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					Chapter 1

				

				The Sanctuary of Zeus

			
			Just after dawn on October 28, 1940, Rodney Young set out along the streets of a slumbering Athens, followed by nine Greek workmen. It was still dark; the first rays of the sun wouldn’t rise over the Aegean to the east for another hour or so. The ground began rising in front of Rodney as he reached the gentle slope of Mount Hymettus, his heavy black boots kicking up small sprays of dust. Bells hung around the necks of goats chimed faintly as the men ascended in silence.

			Young, thirty-three and deeply tanned from hours spent under the Greek sun, had a powerful chest and strong hands. He was dressed in a brown work shirt with epaulets and sleeves rolled up in preparation for the day’s heat, and he had darker jodhpurs tucked into sturdy leather work boots that came up nearly to the knee to protect him from rocks and thorns but also from the venemous nose-horned vipers native to Hymettus. Rodney had a long, broad, ruggedly handsome face, a strong nose flaring at the tip, and brown hair cut short at the sides, with a tuft over the hint of an incipient widow’s peak. In this land of dark-haired men, he looked American or possibly British.

			The archaeologist stomped over juniper bushes and myrtle, heading upward. His men followed behind, already damp with perspiration as they hustled to keep up with their leader, who was famous for “tramping the countryside at a pace that few could equal.” Rodney was excited about the dig. Days before, he’d discovered pottery fragments from a thousand years before Christ’s birth that were intricately worked and bore an inscription that he believed to be the ancient name of Zeus, god of sky and thunder. That single word, along with the other relics, would prove the ancient Greeks had had a high degree of literacy earlier than anyone thought. He wanted to get the artifacts down from the mountain.

			Rodney and the other American archaeologists in Athens, many of whom came from rich families, formed a boisterous group. It seemed they’d all grown up in the same milieu, whether in Princeton or Manhattan or Cincinnati. They’d read the same classics, gone to the same prep schools, vacationed on the same lovely beaches, and gotten drunk at the same kinds of parties. The socializing continued in the Greek capital. Rodney and the others “organized tennis matches, barbecues at Cape Sounion, outings to Mt. Parnes and the beaches of Attica, junkets to Delphi and the islands, and dinners under the stars on their roof terrace overlooking Mt. Hymettus, Lycabettus hill, and the sea.” Romance bloomed in the trenches; several of Rodney’s colleagues met their wives and husbands in the middle of a dig.

			Born in 1907, Rodney was an East Coast blue blood. His father was a prominent New Jersey attorney and head of the state’s Red Cross chapter; his heiress mother was one of the Ballantines, Scottish rivals to the great German American beer dynasties of Pabst and Anheuser. Rodney’s maternal great-grandfather, Peter, had come to America in 1820 and saved enough to build in bustling Newark an enormous brewery and malthouse that together became “the most prominent objects in view” when people approached the city by rail or ship. Ballantine was an American institution. “I would rather have a bottle of Ballantine Ale,” Ernest Hemingway wrote in an ad for the beer, “than any other drink after fighting a really big fish.”

			As a young boy, Rodney spent many hours shuttling between his family’s country estate in Bernardsville, New Jersey, and the Newark mansion in the city proper. The Newark manse featured twenty-seven rooms, an elaborate mantelpiece inscribed with a “B” for Ballantine, and intricately carved wood panels that mimicked sixteenth-century Spanish leather hangings. Louis Comfort Tiffany’s team had been called in to do something special for the library; they installed a stained glass window of a blond maiden basking in the rays of an opalescent sun.

			Like the families of many self-made tycoons of the era, the Ballantines looked to ancient Greece to reframe their rough-and-tumble rise in America. The fireplaces, done in pale marble with a pink undertone, resembled Athenian tombs; Attic vases and frescoes adorned the interior. Even at the Young family’s home in Bernardsville, Rodney’s mother chose to follow the same style. “The gardens and neo-classical design of the house,” read one account, “reflected Mrs. Young’s passion for Latin and Greek culture.”

			The Greek Revival mansion in Newark, the vases and statuettes, the lessons on ancient Greece and Rome that the Young boys pored over in their private school had their roots in the reaction of elites to what they saw as the uglification of America, body and soul, after the Civil War. American classicists had a horror of the smokestacks, the belching furnaces, and the middle-class frippery in furniture and clothing that the Industrial Age had brought with it. Ancient Greece became a touchstone of a more beautiful, virtuous life. Rodney got his fair share of the idea. He learned Greek and Latin at the exclusive St. Paul’s School in New Hampshire and read Homer and Thucydides in the original. Ironically, the hulking, ethanol-spewing breweries that catapulted the Ballantine–Youngs into the upper reaches of society were exhibits number one and number two of the new American vulgarity. But three generations of money had cleansed the family of their rough-hewn Scottish roots.

			The men in Rodney’s family—his grandfather, his father, and his older brother—had all attended Princeton, and when his time came, the young heir dutifully made his way south to the Gothic campus and enrolled; he rowed freshmen crew and earned a reputation as one of the class’s “most companionable fellows.” On weekends, he and the other swells took the train across the Hudson River to the Metropolitan Club on the Upper East Side, where he drank Mumm Cordon Rouge champagne and chatted up the daughters of Manhattan financiers. His New York reputation was different—more cosmopolitan and dashing—from his Princeton one; one author called him the “Cary Grantish darling of New York debutante balls.”

			Despite the parties, Rodney worked hard at his studies, graduating from Princeton in 1929 and moving on to Columbia for his PhD in classics and archaeology. Afterward, he announced his intention to join the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, a mecca for classicists, to dig in the Agora, the ancient marketplace that had only recently given scholars a view of Greek life in the sixth century AD. It meant that, while his classmates went off to the floor of the stock exchange or to junior associate slots on Madison Avenue, Rodney was choosing for his lifework hard manual labor. It was his first rebellion against a privileged boyhood. Rodney guarded his secrets well, rarely talking about his dreams or ambitions, but he clearly wanted something else out of life besides a standing reservation at the 21 Club and a place in the Social Register.

			In 1933, the budding classicist left New Jersey behind and sailed for the Continent. After arriving at the port of Piraeus, he made his way to the American School, which lay in the central district of Athens at the foot of Lycabettus (“the hill that is walked by wolves”). The mountain was said to have been created when the goddess Athena dropped a heavy pile of limestone she was carrying for the building of the Acropolis. The suburbs of Newark had nothing to compare to this city and its buried relics. Here Young found a home.

		

	
		
			
				
					Chapter 2

				

				The Italian Planes

			
			As the sun reached its zenith that October day, Rodney brushed away some of the clotted dirt the workmen had thrown up from the dig. He could just make out the outlines of a small bone. He picked it up, turned it in the light. There was a bit of flaking black on it; it had obviously been scorched by a flame. More than two thousand years ago, a male Athenian had made the same hour-and-a-half climb as he had that morning, most likely on a clear fine day like today, and sacrificed an animal to Zeus. Archaeologists had been digging up these votive offerings for years in the sacred temples called temenos, which in 500 BC would have featured “a monumental cult image of the deity, an outdoor altar, statues and votive offerings to the gods, and often features of landscape such as sacred trees or springs.” The Athenians believed that when they burned offerings on the stone altars, the gods would descend and “eat” the fragrant smoke, nourishing them. This bone held in Rodney’s hand was what was left of one such moment.

			Half an hour went by. Rodney heard a faint buzz that died and then returned, slightly louder. He glanced up, saw nothing, then turned toward the northwest. There, picked out against the hot blue sky, were thin silver shapes. Planes. One tipped a wing hung with bombs as it dove toward the city and a bright red circle with a green dot inside popped into Rodney’s vision. Italian planes.

			The fighters went diving from the sea toward Mount Parnes, where King George II had his summer palace. As they dipped over the mountain and released their bombs, Rodney felt a slight wave of pressure in his chest. The slope’s oak groves, dried out by a hot summer, caught fire, and soon after, Mount Parnes, the place where lightning strikes had alerted the ancient Athenians of the need to consult the oracle at Delphi, was burning.

			The crump of bombs momentarily blotted out the wail of sirens warning civilians of the raid. Antiaircraft guns coughed. The planes turned west and vanished.

			Mount Hymettus was in a military zone, and the dig team was exposed; the workmen must have been growing concerned. But Rodney Young wasn’t going to be hurried. “He was absolutely gregarious and incredibly dominant,” said one colleague, “an extraordinary human being.” He was also bullheaded and obsessed with the relics. He told the men to keep working. For Rodney, retrieving “the Ancients”—what the Greeks called the relics, as if those stone and ceramic things lived and breathed—was worth risking one’s life for. He must have thought, When will I be able to return to this sanctuary and its hidden signs and symbols? When will anyone?

			At two in the afternoon, the planes reappeared. Rodney called to the men in the trench. They came scrambling out, grabbed their tools and the relics they’d found, and hurried down the mountain. Rodney wanted to get to the famed American School of Classical Studies at Athens, his home base, as quickly as possible.

			They made it to a stand of cypresses and aromatic pines watered by a spring, the remnant of a lost river that once flowed through the capital centuries before. Then they headed down into the eastern suburbs, where passersby told them that the Greek prime minister Ioannis Metaxas had just declared martial law. Farther ahead, Rodney could see crowds surging through the narrow lanes and he heard a babble of shouting and the sound of marching. When the team entered the city proper, they were pulled into a fast-moving river of bodies. The men dodged and pushed their way toward Lycabettus hill, at the foot of which the American School stood. The Acropolis, warmed by the afternoon sun, was visible to their left.

			The attack from the air had electrified the city. “An irrational euphoria took hold of the Greeks,” wrote one author. Church bells competed to deafen the crowds, echoed by the bang of cannon from the summit of Lycabettus. Giddy schoolgirls watched the skies for the next wave of Italian planes; men who had been bakers and accountants and garbagemen two hours ago were now marching in step toward their mustering sites, the sound of their boots carried over the tops of houses; girls and young women thronged Red Cross offices, where they put down their names to volunteer as nurses; groups of wild-eyed men, some with fists raised in the air, streamed by, chanting, “We will throw them into the sea!”

			The American walked on, pushing his way through. A voice boomed above his head. “Attention, kyries ke kyrii, Attention. We have been informed that we are now at war with Italy!” The crowds roared, ignoring the sirens, which were a signal to run to the local air raid shelters. Men held up their hands toward the sky, palms open, in the traditional obscene gesture known as the moutza, or used both hands in the double moutza. The people were “going wild, as if the news was a gift from heaven we had all been praying for.”

			When Rodney reached Vasilissis Sofias Avenue in the heart of Athens, he found it barricaded; the Greek leader, Metaxas, fearing saboteurs and spies, had blocked foreigners from entering the zone. But the cops recognized that Rodney was a Yank and waved him through, calling, “Zito i Ameriki! Zito i Ameriki!” (“Long live America!”) America held a special place in the Athenian heart—it was the new Greece across the sea. Rodney, not given to public displays of emotion, was moved. He shouted back, “Zito i Elláda” (“Long live Greece!”)

			Still, there was a melancholy undertone. How long, after all, would Greece live? The country was small, poor, and outgunned, with little hope of holding off the Italians or the Germans, who waited behind them.

			

			

			Earlier that morning, at two forty-five a.m., Prime Minister Metaxas had been asleep at his private residence, 10 Stratigou Dagli, in the northern suburb of Kifissia, when the bell rang. A guard opened the tall, deep-maroon doors and found Emanuele Grazzi, the corpulent Italian ambassador, standing rather awkwardly on the stoop.

			Nonplussed, the guard walked to the main bedroom and knocked; after a few moments, the prime minister emerged, blinking as he put on his black-rimmed glasses. Grazzi handed him a note from Benito Mussolini: Allow Italian troops to cross into Greece or face an immediate invasion. Metaxas’s hands shook slightly as he read; to Grazzi, it seemed as if his eyes watered slightly, too.

			“Alors, c’est la guerre,” Metaxas said, speaking in French so that Grazzi, who was fluent in that language, might understand. “So, it’s war.” To the ultimatum, he replied, “Ochi.” No.

			That morning, as Rodney was tracking the planes as they dove toward the king’s palace, Metaxas was at his desk composing a message to the nation. “Greece is not fighting for victory,” he wrote. “She is fighting for glory and for honor…. We shall now show whether we are really worthy of our ancestors.”

			There was no chance of winning the war outright, Metaxas said. But as the descendants of the people who’d invented Western civilization, the seven million Greeks had “to rise as one man” and face the invader. The speech expressed a common belief: centuries of slavery under the Persians, the Romans, and the Turks long after the fall of ancient Greece had diminished the people. They were no longer the men and women described by Thucydides or depicted in the old friezes. “[Greeks] were clear that these were works of ‘the Hellenes,’ ” wrote one archaeologist, “people who were seen as distinctive and different from the contemporary ones, living in another time, the mythical time of the Hellenes. They often possessed supernatural properties; they were seen as giants.” The heroic qualities had gone out of the people. The subtext of Metaxas’s speech was: the war gives us a way to retrieve those qualities.

			

			

			Five hours after leaving the Sanctuary of Zeus on foot, Rodney finally made it to the iron gates of the American School. He swatted the bolt left, pulled back on the heavy barrier, swung it on groaning hinges, and strode up to the front door. On it, he found a notice: “The American Legation has telephoned that Americans should not go into town until further notice.” It was signed by the school’s director.

			Soon after, the exodus began. British and American classicists booked their berths on ocean liners headed for New York and Southampton, leaving a skeleton crew of Greeks and some holdouts, like the American archaeologist Eugene Vanderpool, Rodney’s roommate at Princeton, who would ferry supplies to the front lines and maintain, along with his wife, a nursery for the children of soldiers, all under the eye of the Gestapo. “Archaeology was put aside,” wrote the school’s assistant director to the managing committee back in the States, “regretfully, but of necessity.”

			He was only partly right. The Germans, who had for decades been the most powerful of the foreign archaeological teams working in Greece, remained. In fact, classicists in Berlin and Munich soon began packing their rucksacks for trips to Athens to join their countrymen already there: prehistorians, classical archaeologists, the interpreters of inscriptions known as epigraphists. The Luftwaffe began fitting their planes with cameras to do an archaeological survey of Athens and Attica that would produce eleven thousand photographs.

			For years, the Nazi regime had taught its followers that ancient Greece had, in fact, been built by their ancestors. Aryans were the creators of the world’s first great civilization. The archaeologists packing for Athens were astir with the possibilities for what they, guided by the wishes of the Führer, might find in the Athenian ruins. And what they might bring back to Berlin.

			Not all of the German scholars, however, felt the same way. One of them, a brilliant young classicist named Roland Hampe, would prove to be a problem.

		

	
		
			
				
					Chapter 3

				

				The Curators

			
			In the opening scenes of Olympia, Leni Riefenstahl’s documentary about the 1936 Olympics, the camera pans across a black-and-white cityscape—not Berlin, but Athens. For six minutes, over brooding orchestral music, the viewer is shown a hall of classical Greek statues. The camera eventually settles on one: a crouched, naked male athlete, the Discobolus (or “discus thrower”), a Roman copy of the masterpiece carved by Myron in the fifth century BC. In the film, its oiled surface fades to a shot of a real German athlete preparing to toss a real discus. “The chilling message is presented with stark, poetic efficiency,” wrote one author: “the glories of Classical Greece are reborn in Nazi Germany.”

			Hitler and his lieutenants were fixated, in varying degrees, on ancient Greece and its artifacts. The Führer, “besotted” by the Discobolus, had actually bought the ancient copy in 1938 and had it brought to Munich, where he put it in a museum. He believed the Aryan race had given birth to ancient Athenian culture, especially at the pinnacle of the fifth century BC when Pericles built the Parthenon. In Mein Kampf, Hitler wrote that a racial kinship (Rasseneinheit) connected the ancient Greeks, the Romans, and the Nazis in one straight line.

			It wasn’t just Hitler; Germans had pined for Greece for generations. The Royal Prussian Cadet Schools, which trained future military leaders, and the Nationalpolitische Erziehungsanstalten, which trained the country’s political leaders, taught their students that the Spartans had come from the Teutonic hinterlands, and drilled them in the Spartan virtues: discipline, stoicism, courage. German writers recast the Peloponnesian War as a contest between the racially pure Spartans and the racially mixed Athenians. The Spartans won as the Germans would win against the Slavic hordes and the French baguette eaters.

			Was this, though, really so different from what was happening in upper-crust British or American schools? Rodney had learned at the exclusive St. Paul’s that America had been forged in a Greek mold, and the boys at Harrow and Eton thrilled to Lord Byron’s mad exploits in service of his spiritual homeland. Elites in many countries loved Greece. But the Germans’ adoration of the dark impulses of Sparta and their insistence that they were the actual genetic ancestors of Plato and Socrates were starkly different from the British reverence for the culture.

			There was an obvious problem with the theory. Nobody could find any Greek relics in Germany or any German relics in Greece. This disturbed and mystified the Führer. To remedy the lack of actual evidence, the SS chief Heinrich Himmler created the Deutsches Ahnenerbe—Studiengesellschaft für Geistesurgeschichte (German Ancestral Heritage—Society for the Study of Ancient Intellectual History); he staffed it with scholars and archaeologists and ordered them to find the missing link between the two cultures—that is, artifacts. Archaeologists began dig after dig, but instead of stone icons and exquisite statues, crude timber fortifications and rather plain wooden drinking mugs kept turning up. Hitler was unimpressed. He required things as ravishing as the Parthenon and the Artemision Bronze, the masterwork that had been hauled up in a fisherman’s net in 1926. Where was the glory of ancient Germany?

			As the Wehrmacht swept across Europe, the Ahnenerbe followed behind. Its members were expected not only to make new finds, but to bring the Ancients back to their true homeland, Germany. “We, with our spades, fight for our country in the same way as soldiers with their weapon,” wrote a German archaeologist. “Thanks to these proofs, we can scream to the world: ‘This country should stay German, because no other nations settled it but our German ancestors.’ ”

			

			

			At the top of the list of places to begin the quest was the National Archaeological Museum, housed in an austere neoclassical building in the heart of Athens’s Exarcheia district. The marble palace, spanning nearly ninety thousand square feet, was divided into dozens of halls devoted to different eras and cultures: Mycenaean, Cycladic, Neolithic. Its storerooms held eleven thousand objects, the cream of the country’s collection. Here were the Mask of Agamemnon, the Antikythera mechanism, and towering kouroi statues, meticulously arranged to tell the story of Greece’s past.

			And the Artemision Bronze. The exquisite six-and-a-half-foot statue that dated from 460 BC portrayed Zeus (or Poseidon, if you believed a rival theory), the “father of gods and men,” drawing back to throw a thunderbolt (or a trident, in Poseidon’s case). The Bronze was almost as famous as Tutankhamun’s golden mask; Greece put it on a stamp and the thousand-drachma banknote; people from all over the world came to see it. On its buff-colored stone base in the center of an echoing hall, the piece was oddly transfixing; its equipoise seemed to charge the air around it.

			The collection was the center of the archaeological world. But for Greeks, it was another thing entirely. There was a much-beloved story about General Ioannis Makriyannis, who led forces during the 1821 rebellion against the Turks and the subsequent Greek War of Independence. The general allegedly came across soldiers on the Poros Islands who’d stumbled on two magnificent statues. They were debating selling the pieces to collectors for a haul of cash. Makriyannis argued with them. “Even if you are offered ten thousand talara,” he said. “do not allow for these statues to leave our country. These are what we fought for.” The quote might have been a romantic confabulation, but it was true that what Americans felt for original copies of the Constitution is what Greeks felt for their statues. They were, in some sense, Greece itself.

			Three years before, as war clouds gathered to the west, the Greek government had sent a letter to the archaeological department of the Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs. Create a national plan to protect the antiquities, it said, in case of air raids “and street fights”—that is, the chaos that would follow an invasion. The government ordered archaeologists to draw up a master list of relics and to rank them from most important to least, then to find a way to keep them safe. The Ancients at the top of the list would be preserved at all costs, while the ones at the bottom would be left exposed to destruction or theft. The curators had refused, insisting “that there was no way to make such a choice and that all antiquities (exhibited or stored) would have to be saved in the event of war.” But how, when Hitler wanted them?

			Someone floated the idea of putting the relics in “architectural towns,” places located miles from the spots the Germans would occupy—or the opposite, sites so central and famous, so undeniably irreplaceable to world culture, that the Nazi regime wouldn’t dare endanger them by opening them up to attacks from long-range Allied bombers. The thinking went that the Germans couldn’t possibly place guns at the Acropolis, for example. The Greeks could get the international community to declare these sites “sacred and inviolable,” then put the Ancients there. Oases amidst the carnage.

			But the Wehrmacht’s brutal advance across Europe dissolved any hopes about a gentle occupation. And who could have really said where the Germans would put their guns anyway? The plan was abandoned, and nothing happened.

			Then came the Italian bombers. Fourteen days after the attack, on November 11, 1940, the Directorate of Archaeology issued an edict to all museums, curators, and employees across mainland Greece and the islands: preserve your relics at all costs. The time for ideas was over; get it done. The government created a secret group to oversee the task: the Committee of Hide and Secure. The outfit consisted of three Supreme Court judges, the secretary of the Archaeological Society at Athens, a famous professor, and several well-regarded curators. Civil engineers and architects were also brought on board, which hinted at which direction the committee was headed: burying the Ancients until the war was over.

			The committee ordered its far-flung conspirators to use cover when discussing the plan: planes. When money was raised, it was earmarked “for aviation.” The prefect of Attica and Boeotia agreed to support “the Hellenic Air Force” and the Archaeological Society responded with a donation of 691 drachmas, an “offer of the employees of National Aviation.” Feuds among Greek archaeologists were put aside; one employee, a prefect of sculptors dismissed months before for “non-attendance at work,” a perennial problem in Greece, was called back for his skill in handling delicate stone.

			At the National Archaeological Museum, the curators pondered the task before them. The museum’s holdings were enormous: pottery, thousands of vases, and statues, some of them life-size or bigger. One gigantic hall re-created the grave room of Agamemnon, king of Mycenae and a central character in Greek mythology: its “gold ornaments, cups, diadems, masks, bronze weapons, gaily painted vases, works of ivory, silver, and semiprecious stones” transported the visitor back to the time of The Iliad. To imagine these things crated up and shipped off to chilly Berlin gave the archaeologists pause.

			The curators came up with two ideas: “cover the statues with sandbags after protecting [them] with wooden scaffolding,” or bury them. The problem with burial was that Athens, like most Greek cities, was built on limestone, which, when heat and pressure were applied, gave the city its vast quantities of dense Pentelic marble. Limestone and marble required special equipment to tunnel through or dynamite to blast through, something the Greeks wanted to avoid. This meant there were limited places in the city where the statues could be secreted. Fortunately, the museum itself was built on earth, not stone; the curators decided to bury everything possible under its floors. This was the opposite of what archaeologists did, which was to bring history out of the dirt, but the committee approved the plan. Reburying the Ancients would accomplish two things: first, it would protect the treasures from bombing raids, and second, it would hide them from the German archaeologists, souvenir-hungry soldiers, and generals who might want to sell a two-thousand-year-old artifact and buy an Alpine villa with the money.

			News of the plan percolated out at parties and digs; archaeologists and classicists began volunteering to help. Many Greek scholars, along with archaeology students, offered their expertise, as did a British archaeologist from Cambridge, a French expert on the site of Delphi, and American and even Austrian archaeologists. In fact, the director of the Austrian Archaeological Institute, Otto Walter, joined the burial team. He visited the museum and was sent to the basement to assemble a catalog of what was going under the ground. Rodney Young came, too.

			The museum directors chose the north hall for the burial crypt. The civil engineers on loan to the project had studied the museum foundations, tested the firmness of the soil in various spots, and determined that this was the place to dig. Workmen carted the statues and sarcophagi out of the way, stored them in other areas of the museum, then returned with pickaxes and shovels. There were no backhoes or jackhammers available: the excavation would have to be done by hand.

			The men cracked open the nineteenth-century mosaic floors, hauled away the debris, and began digging deep pits, piling the dirt up against the walls ten and twelve feet high. As they dug, other craftsmen hammered planks of wood into custom crates, then painted numbers and letter codes on the raw wood to indicate what was inside. Technicians molded splints around the more delicate pieces, then let them dry. Teachers copied out catalogs and records by hand. A chemistry professor from the local university came by to take a look at the Ephebe of Marathon, more commonly known as Marathon Boy, a bronze sculpture that had been hauled out of the Marathon gulf in 1925. It and the other large bronze statues were wrapped in tar paper to protect them from moisture and placed in wooden boxes. Ironically, during the excavations, a cache of broken pottery was discovered under the museum. In the act of hiding relics, the workers had found more. This was Greece.

			As the hammering echoed through the exhibition halls, Rodney and the other volunteers built from scratch a series of wooden “cranes” large and strong enough to lift the heaviest pieces. The cranes were actually scaffolds with pulleys and ropes secured to the top beams. A statue was carried over to a crane, just below the pulley; ropes were let down and tied around the hips and armpits, wherever the shape allowed for purchase. Once the ropes were secure, Andreas Panagiotakis, the sculptor directing the burial, called out, “Fire up!” and the statue tilted into the air. Slowly, the men edged its base out over the pit. The pulley creaked as the statue sank slowly below their feet.

			Rodney never spoke about his work there, but the first-year archaeological student Spyros Iakovides recalled the frenetic rush to get the relics under the earth. “We all worked against the clock, in fear of the German invasion,” he said. The sculptor ordered Iakovides to the basement, where his job was to wrap the Tanagra figurines in old newspapers in preparation for burial. The figurines were terra-cotta figures of ordinary Greeks from the third century BC, clad in shawls and hats, often sitting or lounging in natural poses. After having been cast in molds, the elaborately costumed statuettes were often painted in watercolors, some of which remained on the stone. Iakovides studied the figures’ lifelike faces as he wrapped them; they were so clearly rendered, he felt as if they might speak to him. Once they were finished and lowered into the ground, he thought the statues resembled “people in a demonstration,” caught up in the flux of life.

			Young and the others arrived day after day. “Really early in the morning, even before the moon had set,” one volunteer wrote, “the people who had undertaken this job would gather at the museum and they would leave for home really late at night.” Once the statues were lined up, sand was poured over them. Rodney watched as the dirt inched upward, covering the base, then the feet and thighs, until all that was left was an uneven length of ground. The workers came back, pounded the sand flat, then poured concrete slabs on top.

			Volunteers filled sandbags, then packed them against the museum windows. Other valuables, such as the crates and crates of fragile clay vases as well as delicate bronze pieces, were packed into a new extension of the museum near Bouboulinas Street, which had a storage area that was partially underground. Once they were placed there, sand was shoveled in up to the concrete ceiling. The catalogs and books and records that documented where each piece came from and when and what it was found with were boxed up and stored in a vault at the Bank of Greece, followed by a number of crates filled with golden treasures from Mycenae, necklaces and daggers and gorgeous headdresses, along with the Mask of Agamemnon, which had been made from a single sheet of gold. Twenty-two crates were carried up Philopappos Hill and installed behind the iron gate of the Prison of Socrates, where the philosopher was said to have been jailed before his trial in 399 BC. Private citizens accepted deliveries and hid the icons in their attics or at the bottom of decorative vases. Bronzes, sculptures, and clay artworks were secreted in air raid shelters. Boxes of ancient coins, sixty-one of them, along with chisels and arrows, went to the bank vaults. Workers drilled four shafts on the Sacred Rock of the Acropolis, along the northern side of the Parthenon, and lowered statues into the holes.

			It was a gargantuan effort. Rodney and the others returned for six months, though we don’t know how many days the American spent there. The museum, along with every other gallery across the country, had to submit a “concealment protocol” signed by the directors and stating which pieces they’d buried and where. Finally, in the late spring of 1941, weeks before the Germans marched in, the last statue disappeared under its coat of sand and the last slab was laid and cured. The curators took a final walk through the halls, stopping by the few statues that had been left behind as too minor in importance to save. “The view of the museum in April 1941, stripped from all its content, was an image of abandonment,” wrote one archaeologist. “Naked walls, dug-up floors in many halls, empty showcases.”

			The Ancients of the museum were safe for now.

		

	
		
			
				
					Chapter 4

				

				The Front

			
			All around Athens, digs were canceled; the exhibits at the Agora museum were taken down and packed away. Workers went up on the roofs of the American School buildings and daubed twenty-foot “USAs” there to discourage Allied planes from releasing their bombs overhead. The staff swept out the bomb shelter near the school grounds and kept it open all day and night.

			Unwilling to let go of Athens, Rodney put off buying his ticket home. Digging in Greece was unlike digging almost anywhere else in the world for reasons that went beyond the magnificence of the finds. The Greeks had a link to antiquity that was difficult to capture; it was one of the things that drew archaeologists to the country. “The ruins have a romantic or an impersonal, aesthetic appeal to all people,” wrote one of Rodney’s contemporaries, “but to the Greeks they are a living force.” An American classicist had been working on a site near the Tomb of Clytemnestra one day when a priest passed by. “One of the laborers stopped him. ‘Father,’ he said, ‘won’t you bless the tomb of Clytemnestra, so it may bring more tourists to our village?’ ” The priest frowned. “I, to bless the tomb of that murderess?” he said. “Certainly not.” Clytemnestra was a figure from three thousand years before, but for the priest and the locals, it was as if she still breathed.

			Many Greeks believed that the icons and monuments housed “benevolent spirits” or that the statues were bewitched persons trapped inside the stone by magicians and, if one listened closely, one could hear the entity within, often referred to as an “Arab,” weeping. The workers who transferred the Parthenon marbles to the port of Piraeus on their way to England as part of Lord Elgin’s collection gave up their work, claiming that they had heard ghosts in the marbles “crying and protesting.” In Greece, you could stroll through the ruins of the court where Daedalus was said to have taken to the skies on a pair of wings he made from wax, feathers, and thread. Or you could sail to Crete and run your hands over the Gortyn Code, the oldest legal inscriptions in Greece, inscribed on a stone wall. You could sit in an ancient amphitheater where Sophocles’s actors had rehearsed, and you could watch one of his paeans with the crowd around you bored or rapt.

			After deciding to stay, Rodney jumped on his motorcycle and rode north to the coast, where he boarded a boat for the island of Lemnos. The Royal Alpine Club was having its annual hike there in the mountainside town of Thanos, and Rodney joined them. He found himself talking about the war situation with a Greek general over a spitting campfire.

			The news was grim. Mussolini had sent a submarine to the harbor at Tinos, where Orthodox Christians were celebrating the Festival of the Dormition, marking the ascension of the Virgin Mary. The sub had
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