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On most maps of Greece some sixty islands are
delineated and identified. Sailing charts improve
on this number, and if one were to count each iso-
lated chunk of land throughout the Ionian and
Aegean seas the figure would escalate toward three
hundred. But who's counting? One of the minor
pleasures of sailing among the Greek islands is to
be aware, vaguely, that they are just about un-
countable. It is also to know why Apollo, to whom
there are more temples than to any other ancient
Greek god, represented light. It is the pure, un-
sparing, radiant light of Greece that overwhelms
one, first and most abidingly. The landscape, espe-
cially that of the Cyclades and of Delos, where
Apollo was born, is barren, and the rocks are no
particular color except for what the luminous light
bestows on them from season to season; or in a
single day, from dawn to dusk, when the colors
run the gamut of the spectrum from black to violet
to copper to rose.

Delos is the apotheosis of all dream islands and
the illusion is preserved to the extent that although
thousands of people have wandered over its lovely
and desolate ruins, nobody is allowed to live there.
Who is to dispute the legend, explainable in human
terms, of Leto, the mother of Apollo and Artemis,
who was exiled to this most infertile spot to give
birth to her children and to escape Hera’s jealousy?
Matron of the gods and wife of Zeus, Hera had
turned a blind eye to her husband’s visitation of
other women—in a shower of gold with Danae, as
a bull with Europa, and as a swan with the lovely
Leda. But Leto he had visited in human form, and
Hera would not forget or forgive. Today’s visitor
can still see, on Delos, the fragments of indis-
putable historic fact: the superb mosaic floors dec-
orated with playful dolphins and with Dionysus
riding a magnificent spotted panther; the theater,
whose floor was also constructed as a water catch-
ment to feed a neighboring cistern; and the temples,
shrines and treasures all of which marked its later
civilization, in the 3rd Century B.C., when the
island was partly a center of religious pilgrimage,
and partly a trading center—the ancient Greeks sel-
dom separated the sacred from the secular—its in-
fluence stretching cast, south and west. Then, as
the traveler will still find today in the more remote
islands, hospitality to the stranger was a sacred
ritual. It may be symbolized by no more than an
upright cane chair beside an open doorway, and a
bunch of basil growing in a whitewashed gasoline
drum. In Amorgos, an island known to few main-
land Greeks and fewer foreigners, | wandered into
a walled garden full of pomegranate trees and roses
and hibiscus, a dream world of its own. Suddenly,
and apparently from nowhere, a village woman,
veiled like most of her island compatriots, appeared
and began to gather flowers, adding a rose here, a
sprig of basil there, and presented the bunch to me.
Asked into anyone’s house—and you will be—you
are offered a glass of cold water and a spoonful of
jam that tastes of roses

Paradoxically, the most acceptable form of re

payment is—of all things—a photograph, preferably
in color. This I first discovered while wandering
through some of the remote hill towns in Corfu.
Whatever one tried to photograph, except a grave-
yard, children planted themselves in a grinning row
in front of it. Old women, too, stood like instinctive
models, a basket poised on top of their heads, as
they shrieked to their friends to come and get in
the picture. Mechanism is magic, and they have a
childlike love for it. It was in such a village that 1
saw, one evening, a trail of men, women and chil-
dren, each carrying upright chairs, move toward
the main piazza where a large van was parked. It
was the fortnightly traveling cinema.

Corfu is a relatively sophisticated island. It was
colonized for four hundred years by the Venetians
who left, in the capital, elegant colonnades and tall,
pale stone houses with beautifully fretted windows.
There are four luxury hotels, dotted around the
capital and the coast, and a grandiloquent casino,
housed in the palace originally built by the Empress
Elizabeth of Austria. Yet, within its forty miles
from top to toe, the gentry possess two f‘iouses, one
for country and one for town. The peasant girls in
the north dress quite differently from those of the
south, where, when they marry, twenty olive trees
are the usual dowry.

Ore evening last summer, I came upon the littlc
west-coast fishing village of Benitses, en fére with
the festival of its local saint, Marina, and saw
something that epitomized the gaiety and simplicity
that is Greek island life. Village girls, linked by
hand-held kerchiefs, were dancing in a circle
around an energetic three-piece band; lambs, im-
paled on long poles, roasted—and oh, the smell!—
over charcoal braziers, the red cinders dropping
into the sand. An old man with a glass in his hand
and a sprig of jasmine clenched between his teeth
was dancing a step or two of his own, oblivious but
happy. The priest, who had been handing out pieces
of blessed bread, wandered out of his church to ob-
serve a conjuror, his mouth stuffed with cotton
wool, who was swallowing razor blades. There was
a tent, specially set up for the occasion, inside which
a belly dancer with a beaded bosom and vast ex-
panses of plump white flesh nonchalantly clicked
her castanets. A girl walked by, cradling what 1
hoped was a pet lamb, not immediately intended
for the spit, and everyone who was not otherwise
occupied crowded round to stroke the flat black silk
of 1ts nose

It seems extraordinary that this island of olive
groves and honeysuckle and yolk-yellow daisics,
with fireflies flashing through the summer night,
should possess anything so prosaic or contemporary
as an air-strip (and a jet one at that) but, like sev-
eral of the islands, it does. Yet the waterfront at
Piracus, with 1ts menu of delights in the shape ol
steamer sailings, usually chalked on a blackboard,
IS a vastly more romantic prospect than Athens'
domestic airport. Few forms of transport vield quite
the same pleasure of anticipation, nor such ad

venture of human contact, Continued on Pave 77
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language regardless, as a plain Greek
island steamer.

For various reasons, punctuality
and creature comfort among them, it
is as well that the Aegean casts the
spell it does. Sit on the deck and
watch the prisms of sapphire light
through the waters below; the puffy
blue islands harden to bronze as you
approach the port, there to exchange
passengers and take aboard the island
exports: sweet nougat from Syros,
marble from Naxos, piglets from
Paros and tomatoes from everywhere.
With a rattle of the anchor chain, the
port begins to dissolve once more into
the horizon and you settle back to
watch the seagulls’ wings, translucent
against that dazzling sky, feeling al-

ready the first symptoms of a near-
fatal disease called islomania.

Those who are afflicted by it eschew
the main classical sights (Delos, that
most ravishingly beautiful of all is-
lands and all ruins, being the great ex-
ception), together with Guides Bleu,
Baedeker and even human. They will-
ingly pass up comfortable hotels and
ice in their drinks for a clean-scrubbed
room 1o sleep in, and a share of the
shower down the corridor. Of caiques
to sail in, and tavernas to eat in—the
sort with scrapy chairs, a stone floor,
and mullets, moussaka and kebabs to
choose from in a semi-refrigerated
glass case; of little white churches
and mule tracks to walk or ride along,
they can never find enough. The pros-
pect of every new harbor on an un-
familiar island is a challenge and a
delight.

Most people who go to Greece fqr
the first time see Mykonos, since it IS

on the itineraries of every cruise ship
apd most private yachts. The Athe-
nians, who adore it and have created
from .it a kind of Aegean Capri of
esoteric little bars and boutiques, all
housed in minuscule whitewashed
cottages, can never understand why
anyone should want to go further.
Equally, most foreigners who fall in
lqve with Greece devote their time to
discovering 5 virgin facsimile of My-
Konos,

The island most likely to succeed
Mykonos is Ios. The harbor is too
small for the cruise ships which could
wreek it in a season, but island steam-
€IS put in there (the journey is thir-
'tccn hours from Piraeus, and worth
it), as also do many yachtsmen, for
the anchorage is small, deep and shel-
tered. The port is an animated stage
set of low white houses, cafés and
tavernas, Georgiou, who runs the
mOost popular of them, took us in his

fishing boat to Mylopota beach to
find a mile of deserted blond sand to
walk along, water fathoms deep to
swim in, and a hospitable little taverna
which provided the traditional lunch
of olives, white feta goats’ cheese
and fish.

Ios recently acquired street light-
ing, but to my knowledge still has no
wheeled transport. Mules with TAXI
stenciled on their bridles wait to carry
luggage from the jetty, and I have
even seen them in a house-moving
operation, loaded with bedstead,
chairs, rugs and all. In the evening,
we rode by mule up the flight of shal-
low stone steps to the upper town, an
Orthodox priest in full regalia jog-
ging ahead, to find a picturesque ag-
glomeration of steep, whitewashed
alleyways decorated with pots of ger-
anium and sweet basil; minuscule
churches and even tinier houses, with
a view from the hilltop over the whole
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