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Timeline
 
 
 
Helladic - Homeric - Archaic - Classical - Hellenistic - Roman - Byzantine - Frankish - Ottoman - Modern
 
Greece has such a long and eventful history that when you wander round museums or archaeological sites it can merge into a hotchpotch of Greekery from different ages and places. Do you know your Minoans from your Mycenaeans, your Helladic from your Hellenistic? If you do or you don’t care, please skip this. They are labels invented in the Nineteenth Century and unknown to the people who lived through them. 
 
Helladic 1600-1100 BC 
The Bronze Age so-called ‘Palace’ culture, communities centralised around an aristocratic power base. Famous for bull-leaping Minoans on Crete, Mycenaeans on the mainland and Cycladic people on the Aegean islands making shovel-faced white statues. Minoans used ‘Linear A’ script which has not yet been deciphered. Minoans used ‘Linear B’ script which has.
 
Homeric 1100-800 BC
The age that Homer looked back to of Gods and Heroes and The Trojan War which allegedly took place around 1100 BC. It was a time of economic and social collapse, famine and invasion but also the stirrings of a new Greek culture.
 
 
 
Archaic 800-480 BC 
The emergence of City States with systematised political systems and religion centred on temples. The first Olympic Games were held along with athletic and cultural festivals in other places. Coinage facilitated trade. Sculpture and pottery flourished. Greek script was developed based on Phoenician. In around 700 BC the Iliad and Odyssey were written down allegedly by Homer. Greeks battled Persians at Marathon and Thermopylae.
 
Classical 480 - 323BC 
The Golden Age and the foundation of European Civilisation. Democracy was developed. The Parthenon and other famous buildings were created. Most of the Greek writers, playwrights and philosophers you have heard of flourished from Aeschylus to Zeno. Alexander the Great conquered the known world. He died in 323 BC
 
Hellenistic 323-140 BC 
The peak of Greek power and influence throughout Alexander’s conquests. Greek became the lingua franca from Italy to India. Alexandria was the leading city, where Euclid fathered geometry. In Sicily Archimedes applied maths to physics. In Athens Stoics, Epicureans, and Cynics disputed moral philosophy.
 
Roman 140 BC - AD 400
Romans completed the conquest of Greece. Augustus took Alexandria in AD 30 after defeating Antony and Cleopatra at the battle of Actium. Christ was born and initiated another kind of conquest. In AD 70 Romans destroyed the Temple of Jerusalem.
 
 
Byzantine AD 400 - AD 1453
The thousand year Eastern Roman empire based in Constantinople. Constantine the Great converted to Christianity in AD 312. Mohamed was born in about AD 570. The Great Schism divided Orthodox and Catholic in 1054. Flowering of art, architecture and gastronomy.
 
Frankish AD 1204 - AD 1450
In 1204 Western Europeans of the Fourth Crusade, collectively known as Franks, captured Constantinople. They installed a Latin Emperor and divided Greece into several Latin states. The Byzantines recovered Constantinople and much lost territory but not their previous dominance. Muslim ascendancy accelerated.
 
 Ottoman AD 1453 - AD 1830 
In AD 1453 Mehmed the Conqueror took Constantinople and installed himself as the Emperor of Rome. Greeks continued to dominate trade. In Constantinople the Patriarchate administered Orthodoxy while Greek nobility was influential in Ottoman governance.
 
Independent Greece
1821 The Revolution
1830 Independent Greek State
1923 Exchange of Populations with Turkey
1940 Oxi!, Greece defeated Italy, Occupation
1946-1949 Civil War
1967-1974 Military dictatorship
1981 Greece joined the EU
2010 The Crisis
 
 
 
 
 

Introduction
 
 
For some of us ‘Greece’ means marble ruins and muscly heroes in crested helmets. Or we think of boxy whitewashed houses huddled round a church with a blue roof and a gnarly old fisherman mending a net. Between the pagan temple and the Christian church, the Spartan 300 and Mama Mia! are more than three millennia that have created Greece.
Greeks are brought up to believe they are descendants of Ancient Greeks. When they feel Greece is undervalued they trot out the mantra ‘two thousand years ago we gave you civilisation, law, democracy, philosophy, culture, medicine…’ They also believe they are custodians of the one true religion, Orthodox Christianity, the defining characteristic of Greekness for over a thousand years. 
The state of Greece is two hundred years old. Since their bloody revolution against the Ottomans, Greeks have resisted British, French, Russian, German, Italian, Bulgarian and American invasion or domination. The struggle continues for independence from Brussels, Frankfurt and Washington that control its finances. Through turbulence and disaster Greeks have created a vibrant, enterprising, European democracy with a unique identity. It is an extraordinary story of an extraordinary people. 
This is the account of a road trip on Harley, a twenty-five year old 50cc motorcycle, through the history and geography that give Greeks the sense of who they are. We pass sites and sights from the Bronze Age to the present: a beehive tomb, 3500 years old; the shrine of a Russian saint, who teleported pilaff; a refugee camp in a chicken factory; and many other extraordinary places. Having travelled through time and space I abandon Harley for a spiritual dimension among the monks of the Holy Mountain of Athos.
Welcome to Greece.
 

Map of Greece
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Map of the Journey
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‘Ithaca gave you the marvellous journey.
Without her you wouldn't have set out.
She has nothing left to give you now.
And if you find her poor, Ithaca won’t have fooled you.
Wise as you will have become, so full of experience,
you’ll have understood by then what these Ithacas mean.’
from ‘Ithaca’ by Constantine Cavafy translated by Edmund Keeley
 
 
 
‘Last night I saw a friend 
wandering around 
like a gnome
on his motorcycle
and dogs were chasing him.’
from ‘Zeybekiko’, a song by Dionysis Savvopoulos
 
 
 
 
 

1  Ready for the Road
 
 
“Arfa, what would you say to me biking up to Mount Athos?”
“The Holy Mountain? All those monks? Have you been drinking ouzo?”
“Me?”
“It sounds like one of your ouzo ideas. Breathe out. Yup.”
“I’m serious.”
“How far is it?”
“Not sure. Five hundred miles?”
“You’ll fall off. What about poor Harley? He’s as decrepit as you.”
“Nonsense. It’ll do us both good. The open road.”
“You’re too old for a mid-life crisis.”
“An end-life crisis then.”
I take this wifely encouragement on the chin, one of them anyway, light the lamps and lay the table on the terrace under the vine. Arfa is her nickname. When offered wine she used to say a modest ‘just arfa glass’ until she decided it was too much trouble refilling it twice as often as everyone else. I fetch a bottle of Shed from the fridge. Instead of a chateau on the label it has a photo of the concrete shed where it was made. €2.50 for a litre and a half, cheaper than water. A couple of glasses and I hope Arfa will come round to the Athos idea. She brings out plates of green beans, creamy feta, octopus stew, a salad of cucumber and tomatoes still warm from the vine where they had been growing an hour ago. We watch the moon come up, applauding when it clears the hilltop, our tradition since the children were little. I fill our glasses. 
“About my idea.”
“Which one?”
“Biking up to Athos.”
“The ouzo idea. Why would you want to do that?”
“To take Father Makarios his books.”
“Hmm. That’s a flimsy reason. Why don’t you mail them?”
“They might get lost in the post.”
“Getting flimsier.”
I try another tack. 
“To explore the Greece I don’t know while I can still remember where I’ve been.”
“What do you expect to find?”
“Dunno until I find it.”
“Hmm. It sounds like one of your frolics.”
“I might climb Mount Athos.”
“You? With your knees?”
She laughs. The moon smirks. Crickets snicker. I should never have asked. I should have just gone.
“Hmm. Promise me you’ll wear a helmet.”
If you look at a map of Greece you will see in the north what looks like a stunted hand with three fingers sticking out into the sea. The top finger is the peninsula of Mount Athos. It is a ridge fifty kilometres long and ten kilometres wide rising to the bare summit of the Holy Mountain before plunging down to the sea. The ‘Autonomous Monastic State of the Holy Mountain’ is a self-governing state within the Republic of Greece. It has been famous as the spiritual home of Orthodoxy for a thousand years and notorious for banning women. 
I have been to Athos before. The first time was out of curiosity. The second out of fascination with a community that is glibly described as a throwback to medieval Byzantium. It is more accurate to say that the monks live in the modern world but according to a philosophy that predates modernity. I have been twice more in search of understanding, of what I haven’t yet discovered. The strange beauty of the place promises mystery, in the ancient sense of truth beyond comprehension.
And the books for Father Makarios? I met him on Athos last year. He is from Moldova and spent two years in college in America, so speaks fluent English. We got on well for the short time I was at his monastery. He gave me a crucifix that he carved himself. 
“Father, what can I send you from London?”
“Thank you. I got everything I need.”
“Please. There must be something.”
“Well, I guess there’s one thing. My favourite author is English. I have some of his books. I’m missing a few.”
The mind flipped through the canon from Shakespeare to Dickens as he was a favourite in Socialist countries along with Jack London and Rabbie Burns.
“I’d be delighted to get them. Who is it?”
“Pelham Grenville Wodehouse.”
I felt my eyes pop and my jaw drop. 
“My mom was corresponding member of the Russian Wodehouse Society. I like Jeeves and Wooster best. Top hole. Real funny and not a tad of wickedness in them.” 
Harley
 
Harley is a twenty-year-old Yamaha 50cc step-through. In motorcycle years that would make him about my age. Why don’t I get a bigger bike? 50cc is the most I can drive on my ordinary licence and I’m too wimpish to get a motorcycle licence. Besides, Harley matches my temperament. Happiest on the flat, coasts downhill, weak and wheezy uphill. We rarely go faster than 40kph/25mph. Sometimes we are overtaken by bicyclists. On steep hills a brisk walker would leave us behind. Greek slang for such a bike is papaki, a little duck.
It’s a good idea to give him a check-up before we go. Zervas’s motorcycle workshop is on the main road into Aliveri, the closest town to our village. A row of bikes line up against a rail outside like horses outside a cowboy saloon, a couple of fancy thoroughbreds but mostly old hacks like mine. Inside is a knacker’s shed of wrecks and parts, tackles and jacks, pipes and cables, tins and drums, fragrant with rancid oil, petrol, rubber and grease, and in the middle of it a mahogany desk with a penholder, calendar and a clickety-clackety Newton’s cradle made of steel nuts.
Zervas is getting on for fifty, wiry and cheerful. A shock of salt-and-pepper hair and a week's worth of salt-and-pepper beard meld into the salt-and-pepper complexion of men who work with machinery. His overalls match the workshop floor. His hands are surprisingly clean. He must wear gloves to work.
“Hello. What do you want?”
“Full service. Brakes, spark plug, everything.” My automotive vocabulary runs out at this point but he gets the message.
“When was the last service?”
I am thrown back to childhood and a creepy confessional, peering through mesh at the shadowy cheek of one-legged Father Mallarkey asking how long it has been since my last confession.
“Fifteen years…”
Zervas stares at me, a damned soul.
“…but I only use it in the summers so it’s half that really.”
As mitigation goes, it doesn’t travel far. Zervas winces and grunts and shrugs and tells me to come back in the afternoon.
Harley’s colours are Byzantine blue and cream, picked out with chrome and rust. It’s called a step-through because, like a scooter, you don’t have to cock your leg over the saddle to get on. It’s not a moped as it does not have pedals. The engine is a four stroke, I know because they don’t put oil in with the petrol like my two stroke weed-whacker. They put it in a separate hole - I say ‘they’ because I leave technical things to specialists. That’s all I can say about the inner workings of the machinery as the rest is a mystery.
The grip on the right handlebar turns to work the throttle. In front of it is the front brake lever. Underneath is a yellow thumb switch for the indicator. The thumb switch for the lights is on the left handlebar. I get them mixed up so that when I come to a turning I flash the headlight. Next to the choke stuck permanently open is a black button for the horn. With age, like Shakespeare’s big manly voice, it now pipes and whistles in his sound. More of a squeak-squeak than a toot-toot. The top of the left handlebar sports a side mirror that automatically adjusts within minutes to a view of the driver’s left elbow. 
These are all the manual controls. Now for the feet. The left foot operates a heel-and-toe gear shift. You change up by pressing the front of the lever with your toe and down by bending your ankle and pressing down with your heel. Except in my case it’s a toe-and-toe as I’m too stiff to get my heel down. There are three gears, all forward, no reverse, unless I haven’t found it yet. The gear pedal under the left foot is not to be confused with the lever under the right foot that operates the enthusiastic rear wheel brake. In careless moments trying to change up results in a slithering rear wheel skid. A kickstarter is also under the right foot but folds away once its job is done and has led to no mishaps. Yet.
A blue plastic vegetable crate is wired to the luggage rack behind the saddle. It is a standard accessory on village bikes for trips to the market and the vegetable plot and the chicken house. My crate is the smaller runabout version so I need to upgrade to a touring model with higher sides for a backpack and other stuff. A lockable trunk would keep things safer and a crate detracts from the glamour of the bike but is practical and cheap.
On main roads I put on a helmet bought in the Harley Davidson store in Glendale California. I got it partly as a tribute to Harley, partly because it was the only helmet I could find that fits my big head. I regret I didn't get the model with flames or Pegasus wings stencilled on the sides. For pottering round the village the helmet stays in the vegetable crate upside down for carrying eggs.
Time to find out what Zervas has done. He sits behind his executive desk chatting with a middle-aged man in the visitor’s chair. The visitor has a facial tic that repeatedly winks one eye as if signalling a left turn. He stands up to let me sit down and I grit my teeth to stop winking back. He perches on the saddle of a venerable Suzuki 500cc. Laid out on the desk on a copy of Avgi, the left-wing newspaper, are Harley’s former entrails. The oil filters are turned to putty, the air filter is packed with sludge, I won’t go on, it was shaming. Zervas changed all the bits you can change, tightened nuts and spokes and other things, replaced the broken indicator from when I fell off avoiding a sheep, straightened the gear lever from when I fell off avoiding a different sheep, pumped the tyres, wiped years of dirt off the bodywork.
I ask about the juddering when we speed up or slow down. Zervas launches into technical jargon. As far as I can tell the cure would involve the motorcycle equivalent of a heart transplant and not worth the expense for a machine so old. I pat Harley’s saddle in a spasm of fellow feeling.
Getting your hair cut or the toilet mended or your bike serviced in Greece is to start a relationship. Zervas phones for coffee from the café next door. He opens with the usual gambit - where are you from, where do you live, how come you speak Greek? Greeks are overly impressed if foreigners string two ungrammatical sentences together. I tell him I keep my Greek up by playing in a band in London. 
 I play the baglama, a miniature bouzouki, with a neck eighteen inches long and a body shaped like a tear drop. It sounds sweet, muddy, jangling, resonant, clear, silvery, brassy, leaden, depending on whether you pluck, stroke, caress or ham-fistedly strum it. We play rebetiko, urban blues from the first half of the last century, which is why my Greek is seasoned with 1930's lowlife Athenian slang. 
“What? Rebetiko? Do you hear that Mitso? What do you play?”
“Baglama. I'm not very good. I like to sing.”
“Sing something. Come on. I want to hear a foreigner sing rebetiko.”
“I don’t know many.”
“One is enough.”
“By Markos?”
“The master.”
I launch into a standard rebetiko number, Frangosiriani, the Catholic girl from Syros. Zervas and Mitsos grin and wink and make one-handed flicking gestures as if they’d burnt their fingers on hot chestnuts. The workshop resounds with three gravelly voices accompanied by percussion on an exhaust pipe, a petrol can, a pair of spanners. We finish with applause and handshakes but I’m not taken in. I feel like Doctor Johnson’s dog ‘walking on his hind legs. It is not done well; but you are surprised to find it done at all.’ 
Zervas thumps his chest.
“I'm a bouzoukist. And Mitsos is a guitarist. We play together.”
This explains the pampered hands. It is mixed news. I like my mechanics to be mechanics and my musicians to be musicians. I don't take my bike to a luthier or my guitar to the garage.
We discuss weighty matters like the respective merits of the three string and the four string bouzouki, of amplified and acoustic, of Smyrna style and Piraeus style, until I run out of vocabulary and ask for Harley's bill. 30 euros. Surely he missed out a zero.
“Special price for baglamists.”
Boy, is Harley frisky now, like I felt when I had my hernia done. 0-25 in half a minute, uphill in second not first. The good thing on a road trip is I can get repairs in villages anywhere I'm likely to go. Harley I mean, not hernias. 
Franks
 
Frangosyriani is a well-known song recorded by Markos Vamvakaris in 1935. He was one of the founders of rebetiko, famous enough now and in his lifetime to be known simply as Markos. Frangosyriani means Catholic girl from Syros. It is a sweet love song to the girl and also to the Catholic landmarks, where he wants to snog her. Markos was a Catholic, a Frangos, a Frank, the medieval name for western Europeans. If he went to church he probably heard mass in Latin and heard the organ, which Orthodox churches do not have. This was his musical heritage along with the folk music of the island his father played on the bagpipes.
There are about 50,000 Greek Roman Catholics, some of them on Syros, Tinos and Corfu and most of them in Athens. The mass is usually said in Modern Greek now, not Latin, and the congregation joins in the singing of western-style hymns, unlike the Biblical Greek and oriental chanting of the Orthodox. In Catholic villages you are likely to see the priest clean shaven and barbered in a black suit and dog collar, unlike his Orthodox counterpart in a cassock and stovepipe hat with a bushy beard and long hair in a bun. Greek Catholics are outnumbered by about 300,000 immigrants, notably from Poland and the Philippines, and smaller numbers from Africa, Ukraine and Iraq. 
How did Greeks become Roman Catholic? In 1204 the valiant knights of the Fourth Crusade diverted their mission from the Holy Land to the easier pickings of Constantinople, capital of the Byzantine Empire. It was a disaster for the Orthodox. Even Pope Innocent III was shocked, although he was happy to take his share of the loot. The crusaders carted off or wrecked its treasures, massacred fellow Christians and deposed the emperor. They replaced him with one of their own as the Catholic emperor of a new Latin Empire. The Patriarch of Constantinople was replaced by a Latin Archbishop and throughout the empire the Orthodox clergy were subject to Catholic bishops. Franciscans, Cistercians and Dominicans founded monasteries, built churches and tried to convert the Greeks. Catholic Lords from Italy and Spain and France divvied up Greece into statelets, making it easier for Turkish invaders to pick them off over the years that followed. Whisper it quietly but if it wasn’t for the Turks a lot more of Greece might be Catholic today. They threw out the Catholic clergy and restored Orthodoxy. There were a few exceptions, like Syros which was under French protection. 
Catholic, Muslim and Jewish are the main minorities in Greece. Among other ‘recognised religions,’ allowed to have their own places of worship and conduct marriages, is ‘Hellenism’, worship of the ancient Gods of Olympus. One Sunday morning Arfa and I came across a liturgy on the Philopappou Hill looking over to the Parthenon. Dressed in white they chanted hymns and spilled libations before statuettes of Olympian gods adorned with flowers. It felt like a Druidic solstice ceremony, daft but touching.
 
Ready For The Road
 
Before setting off there are rat-shitty things to do. Road tax is optional for pottering round dirt roads and nipping to the village and the beach but I don’t want to take to the highways in trepidation of every policeman I see. Besides, it is illegal, a concept that doesn’t have the same force in Greece as in some countries but still weighs on the civic conscience. 
I shall spare you the bureaucratic rigmarole and repeated visits to the insurance brokers, bank and police station that I endured to get the paperwork. I frittered away €70 for insurance, €15 for tax and four days of my diminishing life span. Is time wasting pettifoggery for countless minor transactions a cure or a cause of dire unemployment? I don’t care. Harley is legal. I tuck his authenticated logbook and insurance certificate into a plastic sandwich bag and stash it under the saddle on top of the fuel tank.
What about me? Adventures begin with a haircut. Yannis throttles me with a strip of elasticated paper and gets on with a classic villager’s bullet-head. He learned the business from his grandfather seventy years ago. An old 5 lepta coin with a hole in the middle hangs on a nail by the mirror, the first he was ever given, he says. 
Little has changed since those days, except for dust and decay. A saggy chair sprouting horsehair, neatly barbered of course, psoriatic walls, piebald linoleum, liver-spotted mirror, a counter arranged with venerable tools of his ancient trade steeped in opaque tumblers of murky green liquid. Modern innovations include a hair dryer and half a dozen black and white posters of young men sporting 1970’s quiffs, bobs and flat-tops. Tucked in a corner of the mirror is a price list from 1987, the drachma symbols inked over with the euro, the prices whited out and pencilled in. I have contemplated these timeless things for forty years while snippets fell onto the black cape, brown bleaching over the years to white.
We chat about his pension cut in half by the Crisis, his dead wife, the grandchildren in Australia, his career sweeping floors in a plywood factory, his life at sea waiting at the officers’ table, the sights of San Francisco and Montevideo, Yokohama and Cardiff that he never saw, as he stayed inside the port gates for fear of foreign food and venereal disease. After finishing touches with the cut-throat - I wish it wasn’t called that when he scrapes over the jugular - and the sting of whatever chemical he pats on afterwards, he takes off the cape and I stand up from the chair in an aura I can best describe as toilet freshener. I hand over the ten-euro note. “Me yia” he says, “with health,” and slaps me on the shoulder like a shorn sheep chased out of the pen. 
His bike is outside. A burnished gunmetal and gold vintage Yamaha Virago, the name stencilled on the fuel tank. In a spasm of disloyalty to Harley, I wish I was going on that instead, much cooler. I’m happy for Yannis there is something in his life that I envy.
Time to pack. I’m wearing a cotton shirt and adventure trousers with legs you can unzip for fording torrents or scaling cliffs or otherwise baring the knees to danger. My sunglasses are clip-on-flip-up-and-down. I used to laugh at my mother’s but now I like to think they are stylish. On a bike they have a disconcerting habit of flipping up in the slipstreams of trucks breezing past. I have a cheap Indian smartphone I don't mind losing and the ten year old Toshiba mobile I am writing this on, which is useless as a phone but brilliant at handwriting recognition. I would use old fashioned notebooks, Moleskines of course, if I could read my own writing. Driving licence and passport are in a sandwich bag secreted in an inside zip pocket of the trousers. I am a Plastic Paddy, born in England to an Irish mother, so have an Irish passport. It means I don’t have to explain Brexit to incredulous foreigners. 
This is what else I take: floppy hat doubling as towel and hankie and saddle wipe and glasses cleaner; Opinel knife; plastic bottle for toilet water (from toilet taps and other opportunistic sources); multipurpose three metres of string and four clothes pegs; hiking poles; boxers; T-shirt; bathers; sandals; toothbrush and paste; torch; camera; chargers; plastic rain jacket and trousers; map; Makarios’s books. 
Arfa catches me slipping a tin into my pack.
“What’s that?” she asks.
“Zwan. For emergency luncheons.”
“A few times in the last fifty years you have appalled me, John Mole. This is one of them. You are taking Spam to Mount Athos. I hope they excommunicate or exorcise or excoriate you or whatever they do. I will say no more.”
And she doesn’t, which is a rare blessing.
I'm a Sixties re-enactor. I have the clothes, the bike, the map, the Spam, the girlfriend - subsequently wife - some of the teeth, less of the hair. Hit the road on clapped-out wheels without TripAdvisor, Booking.com, Expedia, Airbnb, GoogleMaps, the nanny technology infantilising us as we suck on the teat of Silicon Valley. Turn off the smartphone, put the helmet on your elbow and let’s just drive somewhere, anywhere, and see what happens. Man and machine are ready for the road.￼[image: pasted-image-3.png]

2  Setting off
 
It’s so pleasant sitting here under under the mulberry tree. A good place for second thoughts. 
“I wish I hadn’t told so many people about my trip. I’ve got to go now. It sounded amusing after a half a litre of Chateau Shed. Actually doing it seems pointless.”
“I’m going to Strasbourg. You’ve got nothing else to do except sit round here.”
“What’s wrong with that?”
You’ve ordered your dia-whatsit anyway.”
“Diamonitirion.” This is the visa you need to get into Athos. I plan to stay the permitted three days with the possibility of getting permission for longer when I am there.
“How long will you be gone?”
“A couple of weeks.”
“Is that all? Not so much the trip of a lifetime as a fortnight’s holiday.”
“If Harley doesn’t break down. Or me.”
“Get the bus. You’ll be there in a day.”
“I’d rather stay here.”
Forty years ago we bought a tumbledown goat shed and mule stable in a deserted hillside hamlet on the island of Evia. The idea was to do it up like the house it used to be, no electricity or running water, oil lamps and a well, the simple life as it was lived for generations. A toilet was the only concession to modernity. We would leave the garden as it might have looked a hundred years before, barely distinguishable from the rest of the hillside.
‘Garden’ flatters our patch of wild-grassed mountain turned golden in the summer’s drought. The mulberry tree was planted sixty years ago by the father of the last child born in the house. It has pink mulberries and I have just eaten a few. They taste sweetish and bland, no tang of acidity, a fruit for an invalid diet. The tree is noisy with chirpy little birds looking like the wren on the coin I took to the sweet shop for a farthing chew seventy years ago. Others squabbling in the tree are black but I don't know if they are technically blackbirds. Bigger birds grub around on the ground wagging their tails so I hazard a guess they are wagtails. They all come for the mulberries or the insects that come for the mulberries. A score of butterflies, white, yellow, brown, red, scarlet, flutter round the fruit above me and are picked off on the wing by darting black and white jobs. The Greek for butterfly is the charming petalouda, little flying thing, which sounds like Greek for flying flower. They compensate for the paucity of the earthbound variety. 
I sometimes think I should find out the names of the birds. Our Greek neighbours are no help. They classify birds according to whether you can eat them. Flocks of slender things fly past, caramel and cream with a harsh, skittering call, doves I think. A rowdy magpie sits on the roof. I can just make out a stork's nest on the bell tower of the village church down in the valley. They feed on frogs from nearby Lake Dystos, an assumption I base on Aesop's fables. The predatory lord of the birds, a fat buzzard, wheels high over us all. 
A village cat stalks a cricket in the grass. A weasel runs along the boundary wall, a red-brown body creamy white underneath. It comes to share the drips from our leaking water tank with birds and wasps. I wish it would make a nest on the premises as they are partial to snakes and mice.
A second mulberry tree is a runt I must have planted on solid bedrock so it can't get to water. Thin, stunted, bent by the wind, it doesn't bear mulberries and has trouble making leaves. I don't have the heart to put it down. We have two olives and an almond. This denotes both the number of trees and the number of fruit they produce. The fig beside the house compensates with abundance in August. Oh the decadence of waking up, sticking a hand out of the window, plucking a sun-warmed fig and eating it in bed. A dishevelled cypress completes the arboretum.
In our neglectful hands perennials become annuals, annuals become seasonals. The shrubs and flowers still with us have survived careless planting, random pruning, overwatering when we’re here and drought when we’re not. Lavender, thyme, oregano, sage, oleander, geraniums, iris, and a couple of other very pretty, delicate things smelling of garlic, whose name I can never remember, thrive on neglect, exposure, drought, flood, sun and snow, as do the bully weeds and spiky grass covering most of the patch. I whack them at Easter, making a golden carpet to set off the colours of the rest of the stuff until next spring when it comes back luscious green with bright flowers. 
Let’s not forget the annoying things. Steely burrs and thorns in the grass, big yellow wasps, stingy little wasps living in the oregano flowers, the hornets' nest over the back window, biting ants and spiders, poisonous centipedes called sarandapodarousa, meaning forty not a hundred feet, tickly flies, mosquitoes, snakes, mice, rats. 
You get peace but not much quiet in the garden. Along with bird chirruping there's sheep bleating, bell clanking, bee humming, wasp buzzing, hornet droning, fly whining, leaf rustling, cicada tymbaling, and the church clock striking seven when it means nine. At least it's on the hour this year. Last year it chimed when it felt like it. On Saturday evening and Sunday morning a different bell calls us to church, bi-dong bi-dong bi-dong / bi-dong bi-dong bi-dong / bi-dong bi-dong bi-dong bi-dong bi-dong bi-dong bi-dong. A shepherdess passes by calling her sheep. Picture if you will Bo-peep or a Fragonard Amaryllis. Then reverse the image. An old lady in thick support stockings, corset outside her black dress, leaning on a staff, chivvying her sheep in a gruff troll's bellow. On weekdays at three o'clock the marble quarry on the shores of Dystos signals the end of the working day with a booming explosion as they prepare for tomorrow with dynamite. If the jets from the Skyros airforce base are patrolling at the same time it sounds like war. 
We are in a cicada boom this year. They make a tremendous din. Ancient Greeks and Romans thought their noise was melodious, and so it is, compared with bagpipes or tinnitus. They produce it by vibrating a sound box called a ‘tymbal’ or kettle drum. Swarms take off from trees as you walk past, spattering you with pee, sap from the bark of trees they feed on. It tastes vaguely vegetal and is more pure than rain. Aristotle, a cicadic gastronome, thought the females were tastiest when they were full of eggs and the grubs even tastier. If they are not scoffed by philosophers the females lay their eggs in the bark of trees. They hatch and the grubs drop down into the soil where they burrow deep and feed on the sap of roots. After a year or two or more, up to seven, they burrow up again and climb trees or bushes or flower stalks or garden chairs, anything vertical. Metamorphosed into adults they take about twenty minutes to shed their skins. They spread their wings in the sun to dry and fly away, the males to add to the din and the females to admire them before choosing a mate. The sinister exoskeletons remain, still clinging to their perches. If you wake up in the night and find a live one crawling over your face it can give you a start but apart from that they are harmless to man or tree. 
In the evening at the time the French call entre chien et loup, between dog and wolf, a little Athenian owl perches on the chimney. Wolves haven't been round here for a hundred years or so. Entre mouche et moustique, between fly and mosquito, would be more topical. Or between bird and bat, which would preserve the alliteration. This is the time to break out the ouzo and toast the setting sun in its splendour. Greek for set is vasilevi, to reign, an odd analogy for a dying light but understandable in its glorious pomp of reds and golds. 
During the week the garden is quieter after nightfall. A bright moon casts tree shadows or in her absence a glittering sky sheds shooting stars. Athena’s owl coo-coos before the terminal shriek of its victim, mosquitoes whine, leaves rustle in the night breeze, unseen creatures slither and creep in the dry grass. At weekends these sounds are drowned by the amplified racket of weddings and baptisms.
We love to sit under the mulberry tree in this scruffy patch of hillside for the memories it bears of our family over the years; noisy breakfasts with the table biblically dripping with milk and honey; dinners under the stars with the smoke-sweet smell of mosquito coils and the hiss of a gas lamp; children in pyjamas turning a grinning Easter lamb on his spit; ropes strung from the trees for swinging on and climbing up and falling off; racketing round and song and tears and laughter; flowers flown. 
Leaving Home
 
Homes are for leaving, homes are for going back to. Travel is about coming from as well as going to, about what you leave behind and what you lug around inside you. Now I must leave the garden behind, like Odysseus. His home was Ithaca, an island on the other side of the mainland, near Corfu. In Homer’s Iliad he was a hero in the Trojan war, tough as the others but clever too. He invented the enormous wooden horse that the Greeks hid inside. The Odyssey is about the twenty years he spent trying to get home to his wife and son and his kingdom. Happy ever after.
Or not. On his journey Odysseus learns that he will abandon Ithaca again and wander with an oar on his shoulder until he meets someone who admires his winnowing fan, used for tossing up grain from the threshing floor so the breeze blows the chaff away. There, where nobody knows what the sea is, he will sacrifice to Poseidon and his trials will be truly over. Ithaca, a byword for journey's end, is in fact another stop on the way. 
Does Odysseus keep his oar over the fireplace like a Varsity rowing man and think of who he was then, a stranger now to himself? Does his past feel like it belongs to someone else? And my journey? What will I become? I’m kidding myself. This isn’t a true journey. A true journey is one-way. A return journey is tourism.
My love of travel for its own sake was kindled by John Steinbeck’s Travels With Charley. It came out when I was a teenager. Charley was the name of a poodle John Steinbeck took on a journey round the borders of the USA in 1960 in a camper he called Rocinante, after Don Quixote's horse. He wanted to find out what the Americans he wrote about were really like and had insightful encounters on the way. Turns out he made a lot of it up, he was a novelist after all. He stayed with friends, in hotels, in his own Californian country cottage and half the time his wife was with him. It doesn't make it a bad book, possibly a better one, and not the only example in the travel writing genre.
I didn’t know this when I read it. I wanted to hit the road and live the hobo life with the amenities of a camper and have adventures and conversations but with more girls than Steinbeck met. I failed my driving test, which was a drawback, but we had a poodle, a fluffy white miniature called Suki. Travels with Suki didn't strike the right note but I did my best under the circumstances to live the Steinbeck life, like taking Suki on the bus into Birmingham and sitting on a bench in Chamberlain Square hoping for meaningful encounters and fending off propositions from fragrant middle-aged men. I soon learned not to recreate other people's escapism but to make my own. Suki’s ghost rides on the pillion behind me, ears back, sniffing the breeze.
On a sunny Sunday evening I pack. It doesn’t take long. A canvas rucksack is enough for clothes and toiletries and Father Makarios’s books. A shoulder bag takes camera, map, chargers. A fleece tucks behind the saddle. 
“Is that all you’ve got?” says Arfa.
“Travel light. Live free. Cast off the trammels.”
“Have you got your blood pressure pills?”
“Ah. Good thinking.”
“Have you got your statins? Ibuprofen? Paracetamol? Cod liver oil? Anusol? Multivitamins? Rehydration powders? Hydrocortisone? Antihistamine? Indigestion tablets? Athlete’s foot powder? Rosacea cream? Sunscreen? Sunburn cream? Insect repellent? Dental floss? Interdental thingies? Mouth guard? Steradent? Ulcer gel? Ear drops? Eye drops? Blister pads? Cotton buds? Elastoplast? Knee bandages? Ankle supports? Stuff you rub on your knees? The five year old antibiotics you refuse to throw away? The tin of vaseline I don’t know what it’s for?”
“Neither do I. It’s rusted shut.”
“If you forget anything I can always come after you in the car.”
“I’ll need another bag.”
Man and machine and medicines ready for the road.
We go for an au-revoir meal to our favourite meat taverna on the way to the beach. To get us in the mood is a foreigners’ menu, a mirror image of how my Greek must sound to Greeks. It includes such delicacies as:
Appetiser
Slice. Pumpkins. Courgette beetles. Frying pan. Roundabout.
Meats
Boiled sheep. Boiled goat. Boiled calf. Jackets.
Salad
Bruise. Wild grass.
Creams
Cucumber sauce. Garlic sauce. Cheesecake (hot).
Arfa knows better than to ask what my plan is, the places on the way, where I am going to stay, but she does anyway. On the paper tablecloth I sketch as detailed an itinerary as I can, which is not very detailed. My idea is to head north to the tip of Evia and take a ferry to the mainland; follow the east coast past Volos up through Thessaly past Mount Olympus and into Macedonia; pass by Thessaloniki and head east through the Halkidiki to Athos; and back again. All on minor roads and staying in cheap lodgings. Arfa covers up her lack of attention with redundant imperatives - instructions that nobody in their right mind would think of doing the opposite.
“Be careful.”
“Don’t fall off.”
“Don’t have an accident.”
“Don’t get mugged.”
“Mind how you go.”
“Take care.”
“Have a nice time.”
What I really want Arfa to do is plead with me not to go. And then I can be heroic like Hector leaving his wife Andromache to go back to the Trojan war, Gary Cooper leaving Grace Kelly for a high noon shootout, Luke Skywalker defying Yoda to go off and duel with his dad. I suspect that in such tests of courage I would say 'oh alright then' and hang up my sword /six gun/ light sabre. But she doesn’t try to dissuade me, leaving me wondering if she is tired of listening to my big talk and glad to see me get it out of my system.
“Will you call me?”
“Every night. I’ll tell you how much and in how many ways I love you.”
“I’ll think you’ve been at the ouzo. Just say good night.”
That night there is a storm. The rain comes in waves, cresting over the mountains and crashing over the valley, drumming on the roof, cascading down walls and windows, rushing downhill over terrace and garden, turning paths into rivers. We put chairs in front of the window and watch the show. A barrage of thundercracks shakes the floor, sheets of lightning surround us. The son et lumière lasts half an hour followed by distant lightning on the horizon, like the flashers you get inside your eye when the retina calves viscous floaters to bob around in your vision. I ask you, how many original similes for lightning are there?
I hope it’s not an omen.
On The Road
 
The next day I creep out of bed into the dawn. It is chilly, cloudy and windy and I fight the instinct to creep back into bed. The gentle snores of the other occupant seem full of reproach. I pull on the clothes laid out the night before, blow a kiss, and heft my backpack down to Harley. I pat his saddle and wish him good morning. So I don’t wake Arfa and have to endure the pain of parting and its redundant imperatives, we coast downhill from the house for fifty yards before I kick him into gear and he jolts into action. We are on the road. 
I’ll start my journey with one of the island’s most ancient monuments, a Bronze Age Mycenaean beehive tomb half an hour from the house. The Mycenaean civilisation flourished three and a half thousand years ago. It takes its name from the city of Mycenae on the mainland of southern Greece, famous for its king Agamemnon, who led the Greeks in the Trojan War and was murdered in the bath by his wife Clytemnestra when he got home. The Evian tomb is a smaller version of the cavernous one in Mycenae but still the genuine article, a bronze age relic from the age of Odysseus on our doorstep. It is more or less on the way and will set my jaunt in the context of history and time.
Arfa and I fell in love with Greece at Mycenae over forty years ago on a weekend break from London. We admired the Lion gate, brushed against the walls, imagined axe-murderer Clytemnestra whacking her old man, ogled the grave pit where Heinrich Schliemann unearthed a gold death mask he claimed was Agamemnon’s. 
Escaping from the tour we sat by the roadside under a tree eating pistachios. A battered blue bus chugged towards us through groves of silver green olives shimmering in the brilliant light. In the window above the driver, faded white on a torn black canvas was the destination ΣΠΑΡΤΑ. It grumbled to a halt beside us. An old woman dressed from scarf to slippers in faded black got down holding a live chicken upside down by the ankles. The bus drove off in a cloud of dust and diesel. The old lady hobbled over to us and cackled and waved the spreadeagled chicken up and down in our faces before shuffling away.
“Is it a traditional greeting?” I said.
“I hope it’s not a spell.”
“I’ve just worked out where that bus is going.”
“I think she was trying to sell us the chicken.”
“It’s going to Sparta.”
Until that day on a lonely country road Mycenae and Thebes and Sparta belonged in books and films. That you could hop on a bus to Sparta should have come as no surprise any more than Camelot or Sherwood Forest. But seeing mythic places on the front of a bus brings them into the present, where the real and the imagined worlds collide. Whether it was that excitement or the old lady waving a chicken in our faces the spell was cast.
Stopping at the junction with the asphalt road to the cemetery I look back at the house with a pang, not at the ghostly figure at the bedroom window waving goodbye but the piling pitch black clouds of Mordor streaming from the north behind her, an image lost on Arfa as she can't stand Tolkien. By instinct and experience a fair weather biker, I know it’s not only the wet up the trouser legs, the visibility through misty spectacles, the dust-lubricated asphalt to fear but also the filthy wake of overtaking traffic. Never one to rise to a challenge if I can avoid it I am in two minds whether to turn back. Bah. Pull yourself together. 
The village is deserted. Only the baker's is lit up, Thanassis putting a new batch of cheese pies out on the counter at the end of his day. His son loads their white van with the night's production for village shops in a twenty mile radius. He shouts kalo taxidi, bon voyage. Everyone knows where I am going and thinks I am nuts. I dare to take my hand off the handlebar, wave quickly, wobble and clutch the grip again. With extra weight on the back Harley feels unbalanced. 
At the junction with the main road from Kymi to Halkida I go straight ahead and uphill at a steady 30kph/20mph, through the village of Lepoura, still sensibly asleep. The paved road winds through orchards and olive groves into the back country. Little birds flutter and sing, big birds flap and complain. The asphalt stops but the dirt road is smooth so I carry on, up and down hills and round bends. Harley and I are properly awake and enjoying ourselves until the road gets gradually worse. The rain has made it rocky and gullied on the inclines, muddy and slippery on the flat. Hand on the brake and feet on the rocks we inch down, rock by rock, gulley by gulley, past the point of no return. The reward is at a T-junction at the bottom, a big brown sign pointing right to Tholos Mycenaean Tomb. My heart lifts as the road improves then sinks again as we slide and grumble down another rocky cleft to another T-junction. But where is the sign? Right or left? 
I have no idea where I am. I have lost interest in dead Mycenaeans. For no good reason I turn left. Close on either side maquis and trees hem me in. The road is covered with red-brown silt rutted with parallel tyre marks dipping in and out of murky pools of water. In the puddles I put my feet down to stop slithering into ruts, leaving my legs booted to the knees in mud. Just as nerve-wracking are potholes filled with sharp gravel, puncture traps. No choice but to carry on to where tracks from right and left empty their run-off into a pond twenty yards wide. I daren’t stop in case I get stuck or mud gets sucked into the engine so rev up and forge ahead, reliving the frisson of driving through a ford on a country road, nervous that it is not the promised shallows but a deep pit. It is hard to tell if this pond is mud or water as it is covered from edge to edge by an army of tiny frogs. Hundreds of them. By the time I realise what they are we are in among them, squelching them under the wheels and eviscerating them among the spokes and trampling them underfoot. We surge through with a bow wave of mud and mashed frogs, wobbling and veering in a spray of brown and green and red. 
The road comes out of the froggy slough onto hard ground. I stop, trembling and nauseous. Harley and I are spray-painted with mud and frog juice in the gamut of ochres, yellow to brown to red to purple to burnt and shades in between. Amphibian body parts stucco the wheels. The appetising smell is viscera frying on the hot exhaust pipe. I look up to curse the Heavens in despair. Actually despair is a bit strong, more fed-upness. But hope is at hand. Etched on the skyline is a telephone pole and the wires it bears cross our route. Telephone wires lead to telephones and human habitation and proper roads. Thank you, Heavens.
I sidle through the front door. Arfa is still in her nightie, concentrating on frying eggs.
“That was quick. Have you given up already?”
“I ran into a bit of trouble.”
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