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CHAPTER ONE

 

CAVES of ZEUS AND HOUSES of CHRIST



We decided to go in early May. We packed swimming things, but didn’t much expect to swim. The sea is too cold at this time of year, for all but the most hardy. A Cretan rarely ventures into the water before July. The sun of May is hot, though, and needs to be treated with respect. My wife, Aira, and I intended to do a lot of walking—Crete is one of the best places for walking that I know of—so sun hats and dark glasses and fairly stout footwear came high on the list of priorities.

The sky looked soft as we came down, but there was nothing soft about the land. One sees the bare bones, boulder-strewn fields with cleared areas, a reddish brown in color, almost terra-cotta, and the distant range of the Lefka Ori, White Mountains, their crests covered with snow. Landing, we were enfolded in the special blend of ancient past and slightly ramshackle present that seems a particular property of the island.

For the Greeks of a later time, Crete was the most venerable and ancient place imaginable. It was where everything began. The first herders of sheep were Cretan, the first beekeepers and honeymakers, the first archers and hunters. These last were the mythical Kouretes, sons of Earth, who attended on the infant Zeus. Since everything began here, it was also the birthplace of Zeus, the father god of the Greeks.

The legend has it that he was born in a cave near the present village of Psychro, high in the Dikte mountains on the southern edge of the Lasithi plateau in eastern Crete. His mother, Rhea, came here to give birth to him in secret, so as to save him from her husband, Kronos, ruler of Heaven, who, having been told that a son of his would supplant him, routinely devoured all his offspring. Rhea presented him with a stone instead, and in his cannibal haste he swallowed it without looking too closely. She then repaired to Crete and had the baby, leaving it in the care of the Kouretes, who in addition to their other achievements were the inventors of the armed dance, clashing their bronze weapons against their shields to drown out the baby’s cries and so prevent Kronos from discovering the trick that had been played on him and eating this one too.

For the kind of writer I am, stories like this make a strong appeal. I often use the past, sometimes the remote past, as a setting for my fiction. It’s a matter of temperament, I suppose, but I find this distant focus liberating, clearing away contemporary clutter and accidental associations that might undermine my story, and allowing me to make comparisons with what I see as the realities of the present. So it’s a sort of fusion, an interaction of past and present. This is probably one of the reasons why I have always liked Crete, the quintessential land of such fusions.

The exploration of this remote cavern in the mountainside, conducted in the first spring of the twentieth century by D. G. Hogarth, then director of the British School in Athens, had for both of us, when we read about it at home before leaving, all the drama and romance of early archaeology on Crete, carried out by men and women endowed in equal measure with classical learning and a passionate spirit of inquiry. There were no roads, only rough tracks through the mountain passes. The workmen and their equipment—stonehammers, mining bars, charges of gunpowder—had to be transported on mule back. Leonard Cottrell quotes from Hogarth’s own account in the issue of the Monthly Review, which appeared in the following year. He describes his first sight of the cave, with its “abysmal chasm” on the left-hand side: “The rock at first breaks down sheer, but as the light grows dim, takes an outward slope, and so falls steeply still for two hundred feet into an inky darkness. Having groped thus far, stand and burn a powerful flashlight. An icy pool spreads from your feet about the bases of stalactite columns on into the heart of the hill.”

The upper-right-hand chamber had already been broken into and robbed several times over, but the lower, deeper one had never been explored. The blast charges soon cleared away the scattered boulders that had blocked entry to generations of would-be plunderers. The labor force, increased now by the recruitment of female family members—Hogarth believed that the presence of women would make the men work better—began to dig, descending steeply day by day into the darkness of the cavern until only the dots of light made by their candles could be seen in the distance.

Now comes the miraculous discovery. One of the workers, as he was setting his candle in the narrow crack of a stalactite column, caught sight of a shine of metal—there was a blade wedged there. When drawn out it proved to be a bronze knife of Mycenaean design. There was no way it could have got there by accident: Someone, in the remote past, had brought it as an offering to some god or gods.

Encouraged by this, the party began to search among the crevices of these immeasurably ancient limestone columns that gleamed with moisture in the light of their candles. In the days that followed they found many hundreds of objects: knives, belt clasps, pins, rings, miniature double-headed axes, wedged in slits in the stalactites, brought down by devotees into these awesome depths some four thousand years before. Hogarth had no doubt that he had come upon the original birthplace of Zeus. “Among holy caverns of the world,” he wrote, “that of Psychro, in virtue of its lower halls, must stand alone.”

I suspect that what might have been harder for Hogarth to imagine than those long-ago worshipers was the impact that late-twentieth-century mass tourism was to have on these sacred grottos, hitherto undisturbed for millennia. The birthplace of Zeus has struck the popular fancy. Buses run from points all over the north of the island, from Chania to Agios Nikolaos, following the coast road, turning inland at Neapoli, toiling up the winding road to the Lasithi Plateau. Vociferous and sometimes importunate guides wait at the foot of the trail that leads up to the cave. There are numbers more at the entrance, armed with flashlights and a great deal of Cretan inventiveness and storytelling verve. They can distinguish among the stalactites the niche where the baby Zeus was bathed and the hollow where his cradle was laid. In spite of all this, in spite of the confusion of flashlights and the echoes of conflicting commentaries, when you are in the depths of the cave and look back toward the hazy nimbus of light above you, a certain awe descends. This patch of sky is what the newborn Zeus, destined to be father of gods and men, first opened his eyes upon.

Numerous others, however, argue that the true birthplace of Zeus is the Idaian Cave, on the edge of the Nidhi Plateau below the summit of Mount Ida, modern Psiloritis, which at 8,058 feet is the highest point on Crete and capped with snow for most of the year. The name means “the forest,” pointing to the fact that these slopes were once thickly wooded. The Idaian Cave has a long history as a cult place, going back to Bronze Age Crete and lasting into Roman times. According to tradition the philosopher Pythagoras visited the cave and offered a funeral sacrifice to Zeus there.

I am a great believer in the power of the imagination, especially when tuned to the past. But it can falter sometimes, and mine falters when I try to picture Pythagoras as a flesh and blood person standing in a cave, praying. He is nothing but an abstract principle for me and a source of frustration into the bargain. We met while I was still in short trousers (boys wore short trousers in those days), when I was required by the geometry teacher to prove Pythagoras’s theorem concerning right-angle triangles, something I never succeeded in doing throughout my school days.

At five thousand feet above sea level, the setting is spectacular, but the cave itself is shallow and rather mediocre as Cretan caves go, lacking the dramatic cavernous depths of its rival. The issue has not been settled yet at the academic level—the arguments are erudite but inconclusive. I would be quite content to leave them in that state forever and suspend judgment, but Aira, always anxious to solve problems before passing on, was glad to hear that a sort of practical solution has been reached, at least in the eyes of the Tourist Board and the respective local populations. On the basis that two excursions are better business than one, it has been established that the Diktaian Cave is where the god was born and the Idaian Cave where he passed his infancy, suckled by wild animals.

Dark, underground places, the limestone spine of Crete is riddled with them, associated from earliest times with orgiastic practices and worship of the divinities of earth. And here already the Cretans demonstrate their difference. For the Greeks of the mainland, Zeus was a sky god. He ruled from the zones of the upper air, he was the thunderer, the cloud gatherer. What was he doing skulking in caves? But the Cretans are extremely tenacious in argument and greatly gifted in the art of having the last word. Since they saw Zeus as a fertility god, who died with the dying year and was reborn with spring, since they already had his birthplace, why not claim his tomb as well? This they proceeded to do, establishing it on the highest summit of Mount Juktas, south of Knossos, rousing great fury among those who believed the god to be immortal. Among these was the sixth-century B.C. poet and miracle priest, Epimenides, himself a half-legendary character, a fragment of whose invective has survived, translated by Rendel Harris and quoted by Costis Davaras in his book on Cretan antiquities:


The Cretans carved a tomb for thee, o Holy and High, Liars, noxious beasts, evil bellies.



I intoned this to Aira as we stood among the spring flowers looking up at the fabled summit, and she suffered my pomposity with her usual good grace. Epimenides was a Cretan himself, which lends added force to his words. St. Paul the Apostle refers to this verdict seven hundred years later, in his Epistle to Titus, by tradition first bishop of Crete. This judgment of them by a prophet of their own is true and well founded, the Apostle says, and goes on, “Wherefore rebuke them sharply, that they may be sound in the faith.”

But the shopkeeper in Chania with whom Aira and I stopped to chat while he was standing in his doorway enjoying the morning sun saw matters quite differently. He invited us inside, offered us coffee, showed us with a mixture of pride and guile around the shelves of hand-painted ceramics. Some had designs drawn from classical mythology, and prompted by this, he gave us his own version of the Zeus story. The Greeks of Athens had stolen the god, changed him out of all recognition, and made him their own. And this was because in the wars between Crete and Athens, temporarily and with the help of traitors, the latter had been victorious. What better way of marking a victory than by taking over the gods of the defeated? The Minoan palaces of Knossos and Festos had been devastated by fire at just that time; what more could be needed by way of proof?

I watched his face as he talked. Clearly these events were as real to him as if they had happened the day before yesterday. Cretans love stories. Their island has been inhabited for eight thousand years at least, time for a lot of stories, time for that long process of creative embroidery in which myth and legend and history intermingle, interweave, become inextricable.

Not surprising that disputes among scholars and archaeologists should concern caves. There are over two thousand of them on the island. The four great massifs that spring from the sea with astounding suddenness to form the mountainous core of Crete are all composed of limestone. The acid content in rainwater dissolves it, makes tiny furrows and hollows in the surface, in which the water gathers. Over vast spans of time, sinkholes develop, the limestone becomes riddled with fissures and crevices, and the constant sculpting by the water carves out caverns below the surface, underground chambers, some simple, some complex, with galleries at different levels, sometimes reaching into the heart of the mountains. Stalactites form, the water gathers into streams and pools. In these lightless tunnels and caverns and labyrinthine watercourses three billion years of life on our planet have produced a huge variety of crawling, swimming creatures, blind and colorless, perfectly at home.

Caves and rock shelters are intimately bound up with Crete’s history from very earliest times. They formed the first shrines and cult centers, provided refuges from pirates, hideouts for bandits and revolutionaries in the uprisings of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and for partisans during the Second World War. They were sometimes the scenes of terrible atrocities carried out against the rebellious local population. Xan Fielding, visiting one such cave in the 1950s near the village of Vaphes in the eastern part of the White Mountains, saw a plaque set in the rock face commemorating the 150 men, women, and children of the village who had taken refuge in the cave and were put to death by suffocation in August 1821 on the orders of two Turkish pashas, Resit and Osman. The story goes that their presence in the cave was betrayed to the Turks by the crying of a child.

We had already decided to start by visiting some caves. It’s an excellent way of getting to know Crete, since they are found everywhere, and there is invariably something of interest to see on the way. And Chania, on the northwest coast, probably the oldest and certainly the most attractive city on the island, is a good place to start from.

We took the road westward from Chania to Kolimbari at the base of the Rodopos peninsula, and then turned south toward Episkopi, along the valley of the Spiliakos River. It was a relief to get off this coastal road, especially the stretch nearest Chania. Running alongside the sea, with only the narrowest of strips dividing it from the shore, it has been subject to drastic tourist development on either side, a more or less continuous ribbon of hotels, vacation apartment houses, beach cafés, supermarkets, and souvenir shops, jumbled together in a way that we found chaotic and oppressive.

In compensation, the tourist-clogged road served to make the hills inland, once reached, all the more serene and lovely. The road follows the valley through groves of wonderfully luxuriant olive trees. You see these best in May, when the trees are a mass of yellow flower rifled by bees, or in late autumn, when the fruit darkens. The foliage is a denser green, and the branches have a more spreading habit than those of the western Mediterranean; it is altogether a more lordly tree, clothing the hillsides right up to the crests. The oil from these olives, any Cretan will tell you, is like no other anywhere else on Earth. There is something about olives that seems to bring out regional chauvinism. At home in Umbria we have our own olive trees and make our own oil—which naturally we consider to be the best anywhere to be found. The Tuscans think exactly the same about theirs, as do the people of Apulia. In fact, a lot depends on habitual taste and methods of cultivation. The best oil comes from freshly handpicked olives. If the nets are kept spread under the trees for several days and the olives gathered from the ground, which is the practice in southern Italy, the oil will be more acid. At least, that’s the view we take in Umbria.


The cave we were making for is on a hill above the village of Spilia. It is best approached on foot, a walk of just a few minutes, but before taking the track upward we went to see the Church of the Panagia on the edge of the village, with its air of slumbering calm and its fine fourteenth-century frescoes and its wide terrace giving a view of the sea and the headland of Akrotiri. These village churches on Crete have an air of complete and utter tranquility. They are swept and clean, the beveled red roof tiles are repaired or replaced, the walls are whitewashed, there are well-tended gardens all around. Often enough you see no one, but the care of some hand is everywhere evident, a blend of the devotional and the domestic, cats and fig trees and icons all mixed in together. Never a formal garden, no sense of elaboration, no concept of dignifying the space around, but a gardener’s care for plants for their own sake, and for what they might yield, the lemon, the fig, and the almond growing among trees planted only for their flowers or the beauty of their shape. So it didn’t surprise us to see chickens running about, and a goat or two.

But the symbolism of Christianity, dramatic, tragic, extremely undomestic, intervenes when you least expect it. On the way up toward the cave a rough track leads off to a steep rise with a life-size wooden image of Christ on the Cross at the summit. A stony slope, the crucified figure outlined against the sky, and it is Calvary we are looking at.

The Cretan maquis, the scrub of the hillsides, is less green than that of Umbria and Tuscany, which is the region I am used to, but it is not pale. The earth is reddish, and as spring advances into summer the vegetation dries to russet in the fierce sun, and there are colors of orange and purple in it—fire colors. In evening or morning, when the sun is low in the sky and falls more obliquely on the hillsides, the scrub glows with a soft burnish, flame-colored, forming a landscape almost too beautiful to be quite believed in. From March to May or early June, a profusion of wildflowers clothes the whole expanse: malva, borage, sumptuous thistles, large, pale yellow marguerites, asphodel, orchis. Later the aromatic shrubs take over, warmed into dizzying scent by the sun: cistus, savory, thyme, sage, broom, and many others.

This flowering from the stony soil in a country of relentless summers seems almost miraculous, precarious by virtue of its own tenacity, something dearly achieved. Especially this is so with the more delicate-seeming flowers, thrift, pale pink convolvulus, petromarula, the tiny exquisite flowers resembling speedwell but darker blue that thrust the perfect shape of flower and leaf from the stones of the path under our feet. Blind growth, of course, subject to its own laws; but it is hard not to feel it the result of some caring, nurturing agency, some quality of devotion similar to that we felt at work in the surroundings of the church below.

Reaching the grotto of Agios Ioannis Xenos, St. John the Stranger, we felt this presence again. A large cave on various levels, with twisting passages, sudden openings into sunlight, small secondary chambers resembling chapels, where there might be a table draped with a fringed cloth, a geranium in an earthenware pot, candles to be lit by the faithful, icons here and there, propped against the rough rock of the walls.

St. John the Stranger was a hermit who lived in this grotto—and died here—in the eleventh century. Almost certainly a succession of holy men had inhabited the place before him. Built into a cave adjoining the main grotto is a small basilica, roughly vaulted and walled. An altarpiece, covered with a plain cloth, a brass candlestick with the stub of a candle in it. All around, on walls and vault, is evidence of frescoes painted at the time of the saint, now largely effaced by the long years of damp and decay. There is the same sense here of something dearly achieved, achieved against the odds, the order, the patient care in this lonely place so long deserted, mainly visited now by the curious and skeptical—like us; something stubborn and unyielding in it too, this care, something of the spirit that kept Cretan identity intact through centuries of grinding oppression. The frescoes seem to express the same indomitable spirit. Despite the ruining of time, the lineaments of humanity have not been lost; here and there the dark expressive faces are almost untouched. One of the three kings survives, leaning forward, proffering his gift; the head of the Virgin is still inclined in the icon posture of submission.

Less than a mile south from here, in the direction of Episkopi, a footpath leads off the road through woods to the tiny chapel of St. Stephen. With its whitewashed walls shaded by overhanging oak trees, it seems at the same time remote from the landscape and perfectly at home in it. Even in midsummer you are likely to find this tiny jewel of a church deserted. The frescoes here date from the period immediately following the expulsion of the Arabs from Crete in A.D. 961.

The Arab conquest and occupation of the island was one of the darkest periods in Cretan history. Originally from Cordoba in Spain, a band of Saracen adventurers, who had been driven from their base in Alexandria in A.D. 823, landed on Crete, led by their emir, Abu Hafs Omar. They defeated the Byzantine rulers and subjugated the island piece by piece, destroying most of the existing towns in the process. The invaders were interested only in plunder. In the 150 years of their rule, they turned the island into a slave market and pirate base, subjecting the Cretans to a degrading servitude, preying on the neighboring coasts, and pillaging the islands of the Aegean. During this period Crete was cut off from Byzantium and so from her co-religionists and the whole world of Christendom.

When the Saracens were finally defeated and Crete restored to Byzantine rule—which was to last until the Venetian invasion of 1204—there was a great sense of liberation throughout the island. The beauty and vitality of the church frescoes of this period give evidence of this, and we see a striking example in this tiny, isolated chapel of St. Stephen, where, after a thousand years of time and chance, the face of St. Mark the Evangelist, complete in every detail, still arrests the visitor with its power and delicacy. Aira took a photograph of this marvelous face and then worried in case it would be too dark, though in fact it came out beautifully. Of course, photographs never do justice to our experience. They can’t contain the complex of impressions that made the experience so memorable. But memory too suffers from a similar sort of necessary simplification. A visual image is never purely visual; it depends on the feelings and sensations of the moment, elements beyond our power of recall.

Closer to Chania, on the eastern side, the Akrotiri peninsula thrusts out to sea like a helmeted head on a long and bony neck. Here again there are caves to see, and for those visitors who don’t mind a bit of scrambling, it offers a rich and rewarding experience—and a great deal more besides.
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Near Episkopi: The fresco of St. Mark the Evangelist in the chapel of St. Stephen

Following the roads on the eastern side of the peninsula will bring you to the monastery of Agia Triada, surrounded by cultivated fields and luxuriant olive groves—all the work of the monks. This is one of the best preserved of Cretan monasteries, built in the Venetian style, the stone of its walls a beautiful reddish sand color that glows in the sun as if radiating its own light. Unlike the great majority of monasteries on the island, it still functions as a community, but the outlying buildings are dilapidated and more or less abandoned—goats and cats are the main tenants nowadays.

Perhaps because such communities, and the life of work and prayer that goes with them, are dwindling and under threat of extinction, they exercise a strong fascination for many of the people who come to Crete. It was only nine o’clock in the morning when we made our visit and still fairly early in the season, but we found four buses parked outside and a sizable crowd in the precincts of the monastery. The monks’ cells were locked and silent, and we supposed their occupants were out working in the fields. The abbot sat at one side of the ticket desk, watching the people come and go. There was olive oil on sale, made by the monks themselves on their own press, bearing the label of the monastery. The income from tourism is devoted to reconstruction and repair and general upkeep, but it is difficult to imagine that this alone can restore the fortunes of the monastery. And certainly it can’t redress what is of course the main problem: the steady decline in the monastic spirit and way of life, the shortage of candidates.

All the same, the glories of the past are very much in evidence, though much has had to be rebuilt in the course of the monastery’s violent history. The main church, which stands in the center of the courtyard, was sacked by Turkish irregulars engaged in suppressing the Cretan uprising of 1821, in which many of the monks took part. After everything of value that was detachable had been carried off, the church was set alight. According to eyewitness accounts, the fire was so devastating that afterward the church resembled a limekiln. So intense was the heat that the stone blocks of the building turned to lime, and the iron bars supporting the chandelier, and the bronze of the chandelier itself, melted like wax. Naturally, none of the original church decorations could survive this. But the monks returned and set to work. The present rood screen is an exact replica of the original astonishing proliferation of carved forms, patterns of foliage and birds and beasts and human figures, with the gaze of prophets and saints in the icons, somber and intent and of utmost simplicity, seeming, as always, to repudiate the opulence of decoration in which they are set.

[image: image]

The monastery of Agia Triada

The best way to go on from here, still on the way to our cave, is on foot, at least if one wants to get the feel of the landscape. But preferably not in the middle hours of the day in summer: The Cretan sun can be fierce and there is little shade. We took a detour roughly two miles farther north, toward the sea, to another monastery, that of Gouvernetou. The road to it is spectacularly scenic, running at first through a landscape of scattered rocks and wild olives, a setting that seems, in its beauty and desolation, to be awaiting some imminent miraculous event, then following the twists and turns of a ravine between faces of rock and scrub rising sheer on either side.

In early summer these slopes are ablaze with flowering gorse, the bushes a rounded shape, keeping close to the ground. Black goats clamber at impossible angles—most often one hears the tinkling of their bells without seeing the animal. The kids sound an anxious lonely bleating when they feel too far away from the mother. This, and the fugitive sound of the bells, and the murmur of the bees as they move among the spreads of thyme and rockrose, are all the sounds there are in these hills.


The monastery of Gouvernetou is older than Agia Triada and more austere in its architecture, with fortress-like walls enclosing the beautiful cruciform church. In the seventeenth century, during the final years of Venetian rule, it was one of the wealthiest monasteries on the island, with huge estates and a thriving community of monks. But it suffered losses under the Turks, and in the great uprising of 1821 it underwent the same fate as Agia Triada—and all the other monasteries on this peninsula of Akrotiri, in greater or lesser degree. Many of the monks were massacred and the monastery was sacked. Today it feels remote and isolated. Strange tormented faces are carved on the stone columns of the church facade, an unusual feature, more resembling the grotesqueries of Western Romanesque architecture than the more formal Orthodox tradition. Souls in pain? Demons excluded from the holy precincts? It is difficult to tell. A disheveled, sad-looking monk sells us some postcards. There are only four monks left in residence.

Now for our cave. From the northern end of the monastery square a rocky footpath winds gradually down in the direction of the sea. A few minutes’ walk brings you to a large cavern with daylight at its mouth and strange effects of shadow in its recesses. This is the very ancient cave of Arkoudiotissa, or Arkouda, once sacred to the goddess Artemis, who was worshiped here in the form of a bear—arkouda in modern Greek. And indeed there is a bear here, or the effigy of one, a stalagmite formation hunched in the dimness, leaning forward with lowered head over a stone-built cistern. Water drips steadily from overhead into the cistern. You are never likely to hear another sound so clear and distinct.

Many hundreds of thousands of slow-dripping years have gone to form this crouching creature. He was already a very old bear when Artemis was brought from Asia to be incorporated in the pantheon of the Greeks. Not difficult to see why this cave would become the center of her cult—the bear was sacred to her. But inside this same cave is another shrine, belonging to another faith: a chapel dedicated to Mary Arkoudiotissa and consecrated to the Purification of the Virgin. Mary inherited the bear, so to speak, just as the Orthodox Church inherited the ancient gods and absorbed them into its rituals.

Nikos Psilakis relates the local legend according to which the bear was alive once and used to come to the cave and drink up the water in the cistern, so that the monks of Gouvernetou went thirsty. They never caught the bear in the act of drinking, but when they went for water they always found the cistern dry. So one day they waited in hiding. But when the bear appeared it was so huge that they were panic-stricken. They couldn’t see anything, the bear shut out the light. One of them began asking the Virgin to intercede. Even as he prayed, the bear, caught in the act of drinking, was turned to stone.

The path goes on descending, more steeply now, with steps cut in the rock. Half an hour or so brings you to the ruins of another monastery, this one with its own cave, and a deeply impressive one—the church itself is built into a cavern in the hillside. This is the Katholiko monastery, also known as the Monastery of St. John the Hermit, generally thought to be the oldest on Crete. It was abandoned by the monks three hundred years ago because of repeated pirate raids.

Whether, in its long history, Crete has endured more suffering through piracy than it has inflicted is a question that can have no final answer. The totals, on both sides, are beyond arithmetic. The Cretans practiced piracy even in prehistoric times. By Homer’s day they were famous for it, raiding coasts far and near. The practice does not seem to have been frowned upon. In the fourteenth book of The Odyssey, Odysseus, passing himself off as a Cretan, relates his exploits as a pirate so as to gain the respect of his hosts, boasting of the nine raids that he made and the haul of plunder that fell into his hands.


However, in later times the island suffered terribly from Muslim corsairs raiding from their bases in North Africa. This was particularly so after 1204, when the Byzantine sea power was destroyed in the course of the Fourth Crusade and they were no longer able to patrol the coasts. Most of the best land lies on the coastal plains and so is peculiarly vulnerable. Oliver Rackham and Jennifer Moody, in their book on the making of the Cretan landscape, draw attention to the extreme fluctuations of population in these regions, which remained abandoned and uncultivated for long periods out of fear of pirate raids. The Venetians, during the centuries of their rule, maintained a fleet of galleys on the island whose main purpose was to protect the coasts against these marauders. But the situation did not greatly improve until the Turkish conquest in the seventeenth century, when the Christian islanders and the Muslim pirates became fellow subjects of the Ottoman Empire. This must be accounted one of the benefits brought about by Turkish occupation—they were extremely few.

Katholiko is dramatic and spectacular in its desolation now, with its church cut into the rock, its monumental stone bridge spanning a deep chasm. Built to join the monastery buildings, the bridge joins only ruins now, arching proudly over a wilderness of rock and shrub. From the track above you can trace the course of the streambed, dry in the summer months, following the gorge to the sea, which is visible from here, a gleam of water, a narrow inlet, a stony beach—the track of the pirates.
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Remains of Katholiko monastery

The sides of this wild valley are dotted with caves, places of earlier worship perhaps—or earlier refuge. The cave of the hermit, in which he is said to have lived and died, lies just above the monastery, tunneling deep into the hillside, following the course of an underground stream. The saint’s grave is here, but one needs a flashlight to see it. It is said that, enfeebled by his privations and ascetic way of life, he could no longer walk upright but stooped so much that it looked as if he was going on all fours. A man out hunting mistook him for an animal and wounded him fatally with an arrow. He was just able to crawl back to his cave, and there he died.

There is always a story, especially on Crete. It can sometimes seem that the whole island is a patchwork of stories, from primal myth to heroic legend to the embroideries of local gossip. But there have been some discoveries here that defy all attempts at narrative elaboration, so bizarre and surreal do they seem. The fossil bones of dwarf mammals have been found in Cretan caves, an elephant smaller than a bullock, a pig-size hippopotamus, a deer with legs shorter than a sheep’s. The large mammals that were the ancestors of these beasts migrated to Crete some time after the end of the Miocene period, four million years ago, probably by following one of the land bridges that came and went, connecting Crete with adjacent mainlands. When these bridges were finally submerged, the migrants found themselves stranded on a mountainous island. They had no enemies to worry about, but the areas of standing water and marshland were steadily dwindling. They had to adapt or die. Smallness was the solution; without predators they didn’t need to be so big and food supplies went further. By the time they encountered their first carnivores, in the shape of Neolithic man, they had forgotten how to run away…. After studying the bones, scientists have come to the conclusion that these dwarf hippos could climb. We are not far away here from the country of the centaur and the unicorn.

Returning to Chania on the western side of the peninsula via Stavros, one of the best beaches on the island, a slight detour brought us to the Venizelos graves, the stone-built tombs of Eleutherios Venizelos and his son Sophocles. Venizelos is Crete’s most famous son, regarded by many as the greatest of modern Greek statesmen for his role in freeing Greece from Turkish occupation and extending her territories in the early years of the twentieth century.


The graves are simple, unpretentious, lacking in pomp. From the heights you get commanding views of the city of Chania and the great sweep of the bay beyond, as far as the tip of the Rodopos peninsula. But the tombs were not situated here for the view alone, marvelous as it is. Once again, in a way that seems peculiarly Cretan, history and legend interweave. On this spot, in 1897, Venizelos, in the course of leading an insurrection against the Turkish rulers, raised the flag of a united Greece in defiance of the European powers, who still had not consented to the union of Crete with Greece. The flagpole was smashed by a shell from one of the ships in the bay below, but the Cretan rebels took up the flag and kept it flying, braving the enemy fire. The story goes that this so impressed the sailors that they broke into applause, abandoning the guns. It is also related, and in parts of the island still believed, that a Russian shell damaged the roof of the Church of Elijah the Prophet, and that this sacrilegious act brought divine retribution—the ship exploded the very next day, for no apparent reason….
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